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Abstract
This thesis traces how the concept of leisure (wela wang) emerged in 
Siamese/Thai society during the period 1830s-1932. The rise of the Western-dominated 
world order from the early nineteenth century brought drastic changes to Siam, and the 
Siamese aristocratic elites responded to this new order strategically. These changes did 
not only occur in the political and economic spheres, but also in the cultural and 
intellectual dimensions of the Siamese society.
This study analyses three closely imbricated aspects of social processes that 
provided the foundations for Siamese leisure culture to emerge. Firstly, the impact of 
new technology upon Siam’s cultural sphere is considered. The adoption of the twenty- 
four hour mechanical clock and the Western calendar were two determining factors for 
the creation of the work/non-work time binary in Siamese society. Leisure time, in this 
aspect, was the time that was clocked and calendared. No less important, however, this 
study also shows that reforms in Buddhist calendrical calculation also contributed 
significantly to the separation of work from leisure, and without reform the process 
would not have been completed.
The second crucial aspect of Siamese leisure culture is the role of the market. 
The expansion of the market economy in Siam from the middle of the nineteenth 
century led to the commodification of both work time and leisure time. It is argued that 
the market economy impacted as much upon leisure as upon work, and economic 
processes turned leisure activities into commodities. This new leisure economy, in turn, 
also became one of the most important sources of revenue for the absolutist Siamese 
state.
The third aspect of Siamese leisure culture studied here is its subjection to 
Buddhist moralising discourses. For the absolutist state, leisure time had to be spent 
“productively” {hai pen prayot). The meaning of “productive” leisure time included the 
senses of both economically and morally useful employment of one’s time. These both 
sides of Siamese leisure culture coexisted uneasily, and in tension with the state’s need 
of revenue from the morally dubious leisure activities such as gambling and drinking.
vii
Two lines of dialectically related forms of inquiry are considered through this 
thesis. One is the attempt to trace the genealogy of the concept of wela wang (free time), 
and how this idea was contested and negotiated during the period of focus. The second 
related line of enquiry is a look at the meanings and practices of leisure activities, which 
will be portrayed through the lens of social and cultural history. This thesis focuses on 
case studies of dance-drama, “leisure plazas” (new urban spaces of markets, transport 
hubs, gambling houses, pawn shops, liquor stores, opium houses, and brothels), sports, 
and foreign and Siamese clubs to show how leisure was not peripheral, but in fact 
integral to the emergence of modern Siam.
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Note on Transcription, Names, and Archival Material
This thesis uses a slightly modified version of the Royal Institute system of romanising 
Thai. This system does not make a distinction between long and short vowel forms, and 
it does not represent tones. The modifications of the Royal Institute system adopted here 
are by using “j” for the Thai “jor jan” instead of “ch”, except in the names that are 
already used in the public domain. For example, Chao Phraya River is used rather than 
Jao Phraya River.
The names of Thai authors are referred through this thesis by their given names, 
not surnames, including in the bibliography. Thespelling of names preferred by the 
authors, and the preferred English translation of their studies are used. The official 
spellings of the names of public figures are also maintained. For example, Prince 
Damrong Rajanubhab, rather than Prince Damrong Rachanuphap; King Vajiravudh, 
rather than King Wachirawut.
The following abbreviations for archival sources are used:
NA Materials from the National Archives of Thailand
RG The Royal Thai Government Gazette
1Chapter 1 
Introduction
Between April and May of 2010, Thailand went through one of the bloodiest 
periods of its modern political history. Ninety-one people were killed, and almost two 
thousand were injured as a result of this political conflict (Khaosod Editorial 
Department, 2012).1 The death toll was concentrated in the period between 13 and 19 
May, when the government, led by the then Prime Minister Abhisit Vejjajiva, ordered 
army units to clear the Ratchaprasong intersection in the centre of Bangkok, where the 
major stage of the United Front for Democracy against Dictatorship (UDD), the Red 
Shirts, held position. According to official reports of the military crackdown, fifty-six 
Red Shirts were shot dead at the site during this particular period. The details of this 
atrocity and the origin of the conflict, which had been intensifying since the coup d’etat 
in September 2006, have been painstakingly documented and chronicled elsewhere (for 
example, People Information Centre, April-May 2010, 2012; Khaosod Editorial 
Department, 2012; Wad Rawee, 2011).2
Even before the crisis reached its height, this conflict had been becoming more 
violent from the beginning of the previous month. On 10 April, at the Khok Wua 
intersection on Ratchadamnoen Road, the government began the crackdown campaign 
on the Red Shirts from the afternoon through to night time. As a result, five military 
officers and twenty-two civilians, including one Japanese reporter, were the first of the 
series of deaths during this political bloodbath (Kasem, 2012, pp.53-54).
If we look beyond the physical protest sites, this April-May 2010 political 
conflict was fought in every possible arena across Thai society, and one of the major 
contestation spaces was, of course, on the Internet. Facebook, Twitter, and other social 
media users joined in to construct, and deconstruct, the political debate about the 
situation.
nine.
:More Red Shirt protesters died afterwards, and the number, updated in late 2013, rose to ninety-
2For People Information Centre’s website, see www.pic2010.org , accessed 19 May 2014.
A day before the first government crackdown on Ratchadamnoen Road, 9 April, 
a famous intellectual monk Phramaha Vudhijaya Vajiramedhi (W. Wachiramedhi), or 
Than Wor, released a public “tweet” from his Twitter account, saying “Killing time is 
more sinful than killing people” (kha wela bapying kwa kan kha khon- •»iinfmmJwfn'ifm'wi
mi) (Vichak, 2012). Than Wor’s Twitter account had tens of thousands of followers by
the time of the release of the tweet,3 4 and this tweet caused many to question whether the 
tweet “killing time is more sinful than killing people” was a phrase that indirectly 
supported the government’s crackdown campaign on the Red Shirts (Vichak, 2012).
Since the bloody incidents of April-May 2010, Than Wor’s tweet has been 
compared to the quote by the right-wing monk Kittitwuttho, who at the height of the 
Cold War in the 1970s said that “killing Communists is not a sin”, and this phrase was 
used as part of the legitimation of the massacre of the students in the 6 October 1976 
incident, because the students were seen by the rightists as communists (Vichak, 2010; 
see the more extended analysis of Kittiwuttho’s infamous phrase in Keyes, 1978).
After a series of criticism that he received, in 2012, Than Wor published a small 
booklet titled “Correcting misbeliefs for the truth” (chamra khwamchuea phuea uea 
khwamjing— tfiisfnmmwoioofn-nm*) as a response to what he believed to be 
misunderstandings regarding the tweet “killing time is more sinful than killing people”.
In the booklet,5 Than Wor explained that the tweet came from part of an article 
he wrote a few years back about the value of time in the newspapers titled “Illusion of a 
Bobbin” (mayakan khorng lort dai- uimnunjawaeamm). The story was an allegory
comparing one’s life time with the length of the thread on the bobbin. The more one 
waste one’s life time, the shorter the thread on the bobbin. If the bobbin is big, one 
might have an illusion to think that one has a lot more thread to spend. Than Wor 
concluded the article saying,
3Afterwards, the tweet was changed to “Killing time is no less sinful than killing people [kha 
wela bap mai noipai kwa kan kha khon- (Vichak, 2012).
4From a quick check as of January 2014, Than Wor’s Facebook account currently has more than 
1.3 million followers and there are almost a million followers to his Twitter account.
sThan Wor began the booklet with a quote from Phra Bhramagunabhom (Prayudh Payutto), 
which criticised the “illegitimate knowledge” that Thai and foreign scholars disseminated (W. 
Wachiramedhi, 2012, p.l). On the next page Than Wor cited a poem by the National Artist Naowarat 
Phongphaibun about the value of time (W. Wachiramedhi, 2012, p.2). Naowarat has been known to be a 
major supporter of the anti-Red Shirts movement. His role in literature and poetry attacking the Red 
Shirts is well known (Chusak, 2011).
We have heard often from monks’ teachings that ‘killing animals6 is a sinful act 
but I [W. Wachiramedhi] also want to say that killing time is more sinful’. 
Because when you kill animals and you regret it later, you can go and release 
caged animals to make merit. But if you kill time in any way, although you later 
regret it and realise the value of time, you cannot turn back time (W. 
Wachiramedhi, 2012, p.6).
Fig-1
The cover of Than Wor’s book Correcting misbeliefs for the truth (2012)
Than Wor claims that his pamphlet has no relation to the crackdown on the Red Shirts 
in 2010 (W. Wachiramedhi, 2012, p.8), and the tweet was posted by one of the 
volunteers, not himself (W. Wachiramedhi, 2012, pp. 10-11). But the striking Thai 
homonym on the bottom of the booklet’s cover is eye-opening: kha wela -  kha wela 
means “The value of time” -  “Killing time”. The homophonic kha means both “value”
6Than Wor uses the word “sat" which means animal. But also the word sat can mean 
human beings, such as in “sat prasoet” (mnihcirrlj).
and “to kill”. If we replace the word “time” with “red shirt supporters”, “The value of 
red shirt supporters” -  “killing red shirt supporters”, we will see that Than Wor has 
made a connection between the value of time and the value of human life that even he 
himself might not be aware of, thus it was impossible for him to disavow. This 
homonym, as I will show, is not coincidental, and it is part and parcel of the notion of 
leisure time, wela wang, in Thai society.
The Hidden Power o f Leisure Time
My intention here is not to investigate what exactly Than Wor said word by 
word, or what the phrase “killing time is more sinful than killing people” may mean in 
any exact philosophical sense. For the purpose of this study, the most interesting aspect 
of this statement is a view that wasting time is a sinful act, the view which is shared not 
just by Than Wor’s followers, but across different spectrums of Thai society. It was the 
cultural sphere which Buddhist moralistic discourses imbricated into the historical 
processes in nineteenth century Siam that rendered the foundations for the emergence of 
leisure time. I take this contemporary perspective as a.prelude to this study.
The notion of “killing time” lies at the heart of the meaning of leisure in Thai, 
wela wang. Wela wang has become an expression that invokes the sphere of meaning 
that has an implicit ethical sense. There is an implicit link between morality and time in 
the Thai notion of leisure or wela wang. How has this process come about in Thai 
society? Why, in any possible sense, can killing time be sinful? No matter what 
intention Than Wor had in using this phrase, by juxtaposing the killing of time and the 
killing of humans, Than Wor revealed that sanctions could be applied if leisure time 
were not used wisely. This code has governed Thai society in the application of 
sanctions on culture up to the present day. By not following this rule, or rebelling 
against it, one risks facing the same fate as the Red Shirts during April-May 2010. 
“Killing time is more sinful than killing people” encodes the application of sanctions 
that had been hidden in the term “leisure time”, or wela wang, in Thai society.
The cover of Than Wor’s booklet (fig. 1) shows London’s Big Ben Tower. This 
is no random image. The time that was set from Longitude Zero in London in the 
nineteenth century would come to define the rhythm that modernising Siam/Thailand 
sought to synchronise itself with, and was the basis for the emergence of leisure time in
Siam, which will be one of the main focuses throughout this thesis. This study will trace 
the historical emergence of the concept “leisure” through the Thai lens, and seek to 
capture the meanings and practices of leisure as it was changing; first emerged as a 
discrete notion and changed through the middle decades of the nineteenth to the first 
half of the twentieth century.
This study focuses on leisure through the Thai lens by bringing in the political 
economy analysis to show that the global processes under the expansion of hegemonic 
world orders were important forces that determined Siamese cultural forms, and in 
particular rendered the condition for the emergence of free time. I will portray the 
effects of the expansion of Western imperialism on Thai leisure culture, which is the 
topic that still receives relatively little scholarly attention, both in terms of its 
historiography and its concept, since most works put the emphasis on the political and 
economic aspects.
The Study of “Leisure” in this Thesis
An appropriate place to begin our enquiry is the straightforward look at the term 
“leisure” in the Thai context, the inquiry that I have pursued throughout this thesis.
In discussing the term “leisure”, I have entered a world of cross-cultural 
dissonance. There is no exact translation of “leisure” into Thai. For the Anglo-American 
meaning, The Concise Oxford English Dictionary gives the meaning of leisure in 
English as “time spent in or free for relaxation or enjoyment” and the adjective 
“leisurely” as meaning “relaxed and unhurried”. The word is Middle English, and came 
from the old French leisir, which derived from Latin licrere meaning to “be allowed” 
(Stevenson and Waite, 2011, p.815). This is interesting, as the origin of the word has 
the dimension of power in it. One has to “be allowed” to have leisure.
There is, however, a notable difference when translating the word leisure into 
Thai. The closest translation of leisure in Thai one could get is “wela wang” (nanm),
which literally means “free {wang) time {wela)”. When one spends wela wang, one is 
not only just spending the time “in or free for relaxation”, but one is also spending 
leisure time “purposefully”, or “in a useful way” {hai pen prayot- builuibsl^if). Wela
wang in its present usage will almost always go together with this phrase— 
“purposefully”. This is what Than Wor has in mind when uses the phrase “killing time 
is more sinful than killing people”.
Perhaps an example will help in this case. If one Thai asks another, “khun tham 
arainai wela wang” [what do you do in your free time?], the answers one can expect 
will be playing sport, reading, studying, gardening, listening to music, going to 
concerts, going to the movies, and so forth. One will never hear gambling, visiting 
brothels, drinking, smoking marijuana, watching pornography, taking drugs, or even 
having sex, as an answer, although all of these activities can be seen as being pursued 
in time that is “in or free for relaxation”!
The Thai wela wang carries a very heavy moral tone in it. The time one has is so 
precious that one should spend it purposefully. We might think that the term wela wang 
is a neutral, relaxed, and apolitical term. Instead, as I will show throughout this thesis, 
the term, and the ideas behind it, have been constructed and fought over in many 
spheres and throughout the nineteenth and the first half of the twentieth century. The 
example of Than Wor that I have given above is a case in point, for the value of time is 
so precious, that its value can be juxtaposed with the value of the lives of human beings. 
Than Wor’s example is an extreme manifestation of the moral overtones that have been 
encapsulated in the term wela wang in Thai society.
Having no exact Thai term for “leisure” is as much an advantage as an obstacle. 
Although the slippery meaning of the term can be seen as an obstacle in investigating its 
origin, at the same time this slippery meaning of the term wela wang provided 
opportunities to trace an historical development of the concept of modern leisure in 
Thailand.
One opportunity, for example, has come about in venturing into this topic: how 
can we talk about the Western concept like leisure through a Thai lens? There is one 
doctoral thesis that asks a similar question. An English language thesis by the 
anthropologist Maneewan Pewnim (1995) deals with it at length. By linking the concept 
of sanuk [enjoyment] as being central to Thai leisure, she argues that this Western- 
originated concept of leisure cannot be used to explain the Thai case. A Thai will 
always be interested in sanuk whether he or she is working or not. Sanuk covers all 
aspects of Thai life—not limited to “leisure” time. For the main argument of the thesis, 
she states that
The Thai concept of leisure differs from Western concepts in a number of 
aspects. Central to this concept is the notion of sanuk or enjoyment which is 
inherent in most activities. It is influenced by the Buddhist principles and the 
nature of social relationships in traditional agrarian society. Sanuk combines 
rather than separate[s] work and leisure. It is incorporated into both work and 
non-work activities to increase work efficiencies, to reduce tension and to 
promote smooth social relations. The Thai “emic” concept of sanuk can explain 
the overlapping relationship between work and leisure more effectively than the 
work/leisure separation model of the West. (Maneewan, 1995, pp. V-VI, 66-90).
Replacing the concept “leisure” with “enjoyment”, in my view, does not clarify 
the complexity of the Thai cultural interactions. Maneewan’s argument reduces leisure 
into a very static and essentialised social phenomenon. For one thing, the interpretation 
of leisure by Maneewan is misleading because the terms of analysis—whether “leisure” 
in the West or sanuk in Thailand—are historical and linguistic constructs whose 
meanings changed over time. How can we know that a person is having sanuk, not to 
mention quantifying it,when he/she is pursuing a certain activity? One activity can be 
sanuk to Mr.A, but this very same activity can be dreadful to Miss B.
A more useful task, in my opinion, is to trace how the concept of leisure came 
about in Thailand, and how it has changed over time. Of course, I agree with Maneewan 
that the concept of leisure cannot be applied seamlessly to the Thai case because it is a 
Western concept. But if we proceed with this kind of argument—that any Western 
concepts cannot be applied to the Thai case—not only can no concepts whatsoever ever 
be used to shed light on the study of Thailand, but this argument reinforces the myth of 
Thai uniqueness, that nothing can be compared with Thailand.7 Furthermore, this is not 
to mention “Buddhist principles”, which Maneewan claims as the major influence in an 
agrarian society like Thailand. Was not Buddhism once a “Western” concept to 
mainland Southeast Asia during the 1000s as well?
This thesis ventures into a different route. There are at least two things that one 
has to bear in mind when approaching the concept of leisure. Firstly, the meaning of 
“leisure” is protean and relative. The most fruitful attempt, at least for historians, is not
7This myth of Thai uniqueness has been effectively dismantled in Anderson (1978).
8to find the universal meaning of the term (if it is ever possible at all), but to look at why 
a particular leisure culture has emerged and how the changes in the term’s meaning 
reflect and reveal that certain period of history. In other words, it is more fruitful to 
capture leisure in motion than to treat it as a static and settled cultural phenomenon. 
Secondly, one might be tempted to ask: if one is free (wang in wela wang), what is 
he/she free from? Leisure, in this regard, cannot be separated from work. Relating to the 
previous dimension, in this respect, “leisure” and “work” are relational terms. Thus 
leisure does not stand alone, and cannot be completely separated from work in the first 
place. The work/non-work spheres always overlap and in certain historical periods they 
were given different meanings. There are historical processes that turned the “non­
work” activities into wela wang. I will focus on this dimension of leisure more closely 
in chapters 3 and 6. Now there is a need to take a quick look at the origin of the study of 
leisure in order to put this study in the context of studies of the history of leisure 
internationally.
The Study of Leisure Culture in the West
An informative article by the cultural historian Peter Burke (1986) points out 
that the study of leisure began from the first quarter of the twentieth century in Europe. 
There were two distinctive approaches to the early study of leisure and they differed in 
their analyses and subject matters. The first wave came from Marxists historians whose 
intention stemmed from attempts to rework the classical Marxist base/superstructure 
relationship to analyse popular culture in Western societies. There was a shared view 
among these analysts that culture was more than a mere “reflection” of the social forces 
of economics, the view that Marx and Engels tended to hold in their time. This 
realisation for the need to stress the relative autonomy of culture began as early as the 
1920s, after the Bolshevik Revolution in 1917. The circle of scholars who first took up 
this issue was the German Frankfurt School,8 led by Theodore Adorno and Max 
Horkheimer,9 who had become very active and influential in the 1920s and 1930s 
(Burke, 1986, p.209).
8For a history of the Frankfurt School and their thought, see Jay, 1973.
9For an assessment for the study of leisure with reference to Adorno and Horkheimer, see 
Koshar, 2002. Adorno also tackled the notion of “free time” in Adomo, 2001 [1991], pp. 187-197.
Another monumental attempt to stress the autonomy of culture came from the 
Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci, who had a great impact on the intellectual left after 
the Second World War, including in England. From the late 1950s to the 1960s, the 
study of leisure became lively as a contribution to British history. At this time, leisure 
was a strong theme in the wave of writings on British social and cultural history, among 
which the works of Richard Hoggart, Raymond Williams and Edward Thompson were 
powerful influences (Borsay, 2006, p.xiii). In particular, Thompson’s influential and 
controversial The Making o f the English Working Class (1963) influenced greatly the 
historical and sociological interpretations of the Industrial Revolution in general, and 
the study of leisure in particular (for example, Cunningham [1980] acknowledged his 
debt to Thompson). In the next two decades, the 1970s and the 1980s, the body of work 
on the study of leisure in England expanded greatly (for example, Bailey, 1978; 
Cunningham, 1980; Walvin, 1978;Clark and Critcher, 1985; see the list of this body of 
work in Bailey, 1999), and the journal Leisure Studies began publication in 1982.
One of the major impacts of Thompson’s The Making o f the English Working 
Class was that it put the Industrial Revolution in the centre of attention of British social 
and cultural history. Indeed, the study of leisure was also a key part of the debate. At 
this time, the debate in leisure studies concentrated on the extent of the “transformation” 
of leisure culture from pre- to post-industrial Revolution England. To what extent, the 
major question went, did the Industrial Revolution contribute to the change in the forms 
of leisure activities in British society? On the one hand, it was seen that the Industrial 
Revolution marked a watershed between the pre-industrial culture in Europe and the 
formation of the new working-class culture, and this period also gave birth to the 
concept of leisure (Burke, 1995, p. 139; for a Marxian perspective in Thompson, 1967). 
On the other hand, Cunningham argues that there was continuity between the pre- and 
post-industrial Revolution cultural contexts by giving an example of the clear form of 
recreational activities that “survived” into post-industrial Britain (Cunningham, 1980, 
P-10).
But by and large, the middle of the nineteenth century was the period that this 
school of leisure studies focused on as the era when modem leisure in Europe emerged. 
This period witnessed dramatic changes, such as the introduction of large-scale 
industrial production, massive urbanisation, and the reconfiguring of traditional leisure 
into more precisely demarcated instalments of work/non-work time. Also, new 
technologies advanced, like the railways and the steam press. These factors brought
about a new era of leisure practice, which historians have called “a virtual leisure 
revolution” or “a new leisure world” (Bailey, 1999, p. 132).
The second intellectual wave that created an enormous impact on the study of 
culture and leisure was the Annales School10 in France that began from the late 1920s 
and its influence has continued to the present. Members of the Annales were by no 
means uniform in their approaches, but they did share an interest in the study of culture. 
The activity of the school was centred on the journal Annales founded in 1929 by Marc 
Bloch and Lucien Febvre. The three phases of the Annales School can be summarised 
as: the first phase, the 1920s-1945, was a radical intellectual movement “fighting a 
guerrilla action against traditional history, political history, and the history of events” 
(Burke, 1990, p.2). The second phase of the Annales School was after the Second 
World War, when the members began to gain prominence in educational 
establishments. This second phase, was led by Fernand Braudel,11 whose approach on 
the study of history in “the long term” (la longue cluree) was monumental and greatly 
influenced later historians. The third phase began from 1968, when the Annales became 
the key movement of historical research of the twentieth century, but at the same time 
the direction of studies became so fragmented that they could not be put under a single 
banner (Burke, 1990, pp.2-3).
Unlike the British Marxist historians, the Annales School did not have leisure 
activities as a topic of their main subjects, but they looked more broadly to the 
mentalities collectives, that is “attitudes, assumptions, and feelings rather than ideas in 
any precise philosophical sense of the term” (Burke, 1986, p.215).
These two intellectual movements—the British Marxist and the French 
Annales—influenced the study on the history of culture subsequently. They shared the 
view that leisure is a product of political, economic, and social interactions. For leisure 
studies, “[u]nder the influence of certain forms of historiography, neo-Marxism, cultural 
studies, and... feminisms, leisure has been analysed as a site of struggle, cultural 
contestation, negotiation, and resistance” (Coalter, 1997, p.257). By the turn of the
10
10The approach and subject matter in the historical study of the Annales School was so diverse 
that any brief summary would fail to capture the full characteristics of the school. For some of the notable 
works on the history of the school, see Burguiere (2009); Burke (1990); Tendier (2013), also see an 
article on the characteristics of the Annales historians by Evans (2009), which is a succinct and an 
enjoyable read.
nFor a brief description on Braudel’s life and work, Hughes-Warrington’s (2008) study is 
useful. The book also includes introductions to other key historians, including Marc Bloch and Lucien 
Febvre.
twenty-first century, we can see the further growth of leisure studies being approached 
• 1 2 *along many lines. Leisure has been considered in relation to state, economy, class, 
power, identity, place, 13 gender, 14 consumption, travel and tourism, 15 statistics, mass 
communication, space, time, etc., covering various time periods from the sixteenth to 
the twenty-first century. 16
The study of leisure, indeed, is an expanding field of research. Yet there seems 
to be too little contribution from the study of Siam/Thailand. Although research in 
cultural and social history in Thailand is expanding, which I will comment on below, 
there is, however, a need for more contributions to leisure studies from Thailand. 
Adding the word “leisure” into cultural and historical research is a good start, as far as 
the politics of keywords go, but it is not enough. There is a need to do some fine-tuning 
from the Thai social and cultural history. This thesis is an attempt to answer some 
questions that have already been asked in Western leisure studies, but have not yet been 
asked in Thai studies. At the same time, it aims to bring up questions that have rarely 
been asked in Western leisure studies. This study of leisure in this thesis, therefore, has 
to be put into the Thai context: What is the concept of “leisure” in the Thai context? 
What historical processes brought about the condition that leisure culture can emerge? 
To what extent did the political and economic transformations during the nineteenth 
century affect Siam/Thai leisure culture? These are some of the questions that I will 
attempt to answer in this thesis. In order to set the direction of this thesis, let us turn to 
the study of leisure in Thailand, and at the same time situate this study into the larger 
field of the study of Thai culture.
12For overviews of leisure studies, see Rojek, 2005; 2006; 2009; Spracklen, 2011; Blackshaw, 
2013, is the most recent collaboration on this topic.
13De Grazia, 1981, for fascist Italy; Martin, 2002, for Brazzaville Village of Congo in the 
colonial era; Bhattacharya, 2006, for the idea of leisure in India.
14Feminism in Henderson, 1989; Wearing, 1998; masculinity in Blackshaw, 2003, and 
particularly in America see Osgerby, 2001.
15MacCannell, 1976; Koshar, 2000; Hall and Tucker, 2004.
16Leisure during the Renaissance see Arcangeli, 2004, leisure in ancient Rome, see Balsdon, 
1969; the eighteenth century Ottoman, see Sajdi, 2008.
Leisure Studies and the Study of Thai Culture
The study of “culture” (watthanatham -Tojimiu) began in the Thai academia
from around the 1970s. Yukti Mukdawijitra17traces the origin of the term watthanatham 
and shows that the meaning of the word was different when it was used initially. The 
word watthanatham first emerged in the Thai public domain during the 1940s under 
then Prime Minister Field Marshal Plaek Phibunsongkhram (1897-1964, Phibun 
hereafter). The meaning of watthanatham was defined by the Thai state, and was 
confined within the activities that were considered “ways of conduct and creative 
invention that are pursuits of goodness and virtue [baep patibat lae praditthakam 
sangsan thi di ngam— (Yukti, 1994, p.20), a meaning
that Luang Wichit Wathakan played an indispensable part in creating (Barme, 1993). At 
this time, the task of giving meaning to watthanatham fell solely to the conservative 
Thai elite, who believed that watthanatham could only be meaningful under royal and 
national paradigms.
By the 1970s, however, the politics of the meaning of watthanatham gained a 
new momentum that Thai society had never witnessed before. Around this time, 
watthanatham began to be used in a sense understood in anthropology and sociology 
(Yukti, 1994, p.20). This momentum owed much to the people’s uprising of 14 October 
1973. The impact of the event on the Thai intellectual landscape was significant, 
rendering 1973 as a watershed that ushered in a new era of Thai critical intellectual 
movement (Thongchai, 1995).18 The interest in historical study increased dramatically 
during the period 1973-1983. Studies of history from within and outside the educational 
institutions surged greatly. The number of students enrolled into courses in history went
17In this article, Yukti adopted Raymond Williams’ approach to study the word “culture” in 
English. Williams has famously attempted to trace the historical formulation of the meaning of the word 
culture - “one of the two or three most complicated words in English” (Williams, 1985, p.87)—from the 
early sixteenth century meaning of “tending natural growth” and from the late eighteenth and the early 
nineteenth century the meaning of the word had been extended to “a process of human development” 
(Williams, 1985, pp.87-93). In this same article, Yukti also consults an MA thesis by Katsara Khamawan 
(1994) which focuses on Williams’concepts.
The professionalisation of university academic research also began in this decade. Reynolds, 
who was conducting research in Thailand in the late 1960s, has observed that “Thai universities and 
academic disciplines were still in their infancy in terms of status, the number of university teachers 
holding doctorates, and research culture...Foreign researchers arriving in Thailand to do their fieldwork 
in the late 1960s were surprised to find that apart from Warasan Sinlapakorn and Borannakhadi, two 
journals published by the Department of Fine Arts, there were almost no journals that published academic 
research” (Reynolds, 2008, p.34).
up tenfold, and the interest in the subjects of study since then had diversified (Thamsuk 
Numnonda et ah, 1993, cited in Thongchai, 1995, p.100)
A few prominent journals played an important role in creating a public sphere 
for the conversations and debates among the Thai critical intellectuals especially 
Sangkhomsat Parithat [Social Science Review], which began as early as 1963 and was 
an indispensable space for intellectuals and students before 14 October 1973 (Prajak, 
2013 [2005], pp.91-112). Journals that were specific to the discussion of 
watthanatham!culture were Mueang Boran [Ancient City] (began publication in 1974) 
and Sinlapa Watthanatham1 <; [Art and Culture] (began publication in 1979).These two 
journals challenged the authorised definition of watthanatham!culture. They aimed to 
offer alternative explanations and approaches to Thai watthanatham!culture from what 
the government under Phibun had defined from the 1940s to the late 1950s (Yukti,
1994, pp.20, 29-33).
From the late 1970s, the Thai intellectual landscape would never be the same 
again. Parallel to the political movement, there commenced a watthanatham!cultural 
“movement” that owed its origin to the works of intellectuals of the 1950s (Prajak, 2013 
[2005], pp.335-380), notably the legendary Marxist Jit Phumisak (1930-1966),20 on 
poetry, fiction, and literary criticism that was later to be characterised as “art for life”
(■sinlapa phuea chiwit - ftaikmtma) (Reynolds and Flong, 1983, p.85). There would be
numerous works—literature, painting, poems, and music—which were produced in the 
next decade on the topic of the people and class conflict (Prajak, 2013 [2005], pp. 101- 
112; see particularly on “Literature for life” in Thanapol, 2011).
The early influential debate in Thai studies, however, was not yet a debate 
directly on the watthanatham!cultural aspects in Thai history. It revolved around the 
theoretical model on the political and economic nature of the Thai social formation 
under the Marxist lens, the intellectual arm that was one of the most powerful critiques 
of the conservative paradigm in the 1970s (Thongchai, 1973, p.101). Between the late 
1970s to the 1980s, there were rounds of debates which centred on the “transition” of
19 Hong has studied Sinlapa Watthanatham after the journal’s twentieth anniversary in 1998 
(Hong, 2000).
20See an early attempt to conceptualise Jit’s life and work in Reynolds (1987) and see the 
critique of Reynolds’s view on Jit’s relationship to the Communist Party of Thailand (CPT) in Somsak 
(1993, Introduction) and Thikan (2010-2011).
the Thai state21 between the “Chatthip School”, led by Chatthip Nartsupha (1941- 
present) and the “Nidhi School”, led by Nidhi Eoseewong (1940-present).These debates 
have been painstakingly surveyed elsewhere (Somsak, 1982, pp. 129-164; Kullada and 
Kengkij, 2013, pp.93-103)
Especially relevant to our discussion, Nidhi’s seminal work Pakkai lae bai ruea 
([Pen and Sail] first published in 1984) discussed economic and watthanatham/culture 
history at the same time. Nidhi’s work marked a break in the study of Thai 
watthanatham/culture in two ways, by confronting the two schools of historiography 
that were dominant in the Thai academy up until that time. On the one hand, it 
challenged the traditional historiography of Prince Damrong, which focused only on the 
stories surrounding kings and nobles, and Nidhi extended his history to the societal and 
economic aspects which related to the lives of the non-elites. On the other hand, Nidhi’s 
work also challenged the Marxist-Maoist approach, particularly that adopted and 
adapted by the Chatthip school, which was very powerful among the Thai left-leaning 
academic historians in the 1970s (Baker, 2005, pp.365-372).
From the perspective of the study of watthanatham/culture, we can look at the 
exchanges between the two schools, the Chattip School and the Nidhi School, in a 
slightly different way. That is, the 1980s marked the break of the study of 
watthanatham/culture from the Marxist analysis of mode of production, and the study of 
Thai history and society began to be compartmentalised into distinctive schools from 
that point on. Nidhi was exceptional in the sense that he could bridge the two 
approaches by putting a nuanced study of the literature of early Bangkok era (1782- 
1873) next to a powerful economistic explanation of the export economy of the period 
(Nidhi, 1982, pp.1-234).23
21The “transition debate” was centred on three questions. Firstly, has Thailand been through the 
slave society in its history? Secondly, was Thai sakdina the same as the European feudal society? And 
thirdly, when did the Thai society change from the sakdina to the capitalist state? (Somsak, 1982, p. 129).
22The Chatthip School’s Marxist approach is unlike the general Marxist school as a whole.
“What, exactly, did Chatthip’s Marxism consist of?”, asks Reynolds, “he does not write about revolution 
and the proletariat, and he has never shown much interest in class or class conflict.. .Unlike the early post­
war Thai Marxists, Chatthip almost never talked about ‘the masses’ (muanchon)...Yet his view of 
society, evident in his early work and continuing to the present, has always rested on a binary division 
between peasants (or villagers or farmers or cultivators) and the privileged, wealthy class on top [of the 
society]” (Reynolds, 2013, p.5).
23When Nidhi’s analysis on the dynamics of the export economy during the early Bangkok era 
(1782-1873) was criticised by economist Somphop Manarangsan, who is also in the Chatthip School, 
Nidhi replied that his interest in the early Bangkok period was not on the economic transformation, 
instead he said that his real interest lied upon the cultural, rather than economic, change reflected in the 
literature at the time. In order to point out the change in Bangkok elite’s culture, Nidhi argues, the picture 
of the export economy had to be clearly presented first (Nidhi, 1989, pp.108-109).
Another notable scholar who began the systematic analysis on Thai 
watthanatham/cuhuvQ was Somkiat Wanthana (1955-present), who engaged the works 
of Marxist and non-Marxist—Thai and Western—and combined them into his own 
analysis of literature. Somkiat is known from his works on Thai historiography 
(Somkiat, 1984; Somkiat, 1987) and labour studies (Somkiat, 1982), but perhaps less 
known for his literary criticism. He showed his interest in this field by analysing Pricha 
Intharapalif s Sua Bai Sua Dam, the Bhagavad Gita, and the study of popular Buddhism 
in Tho Liangphibun’s writings (Somkiat, 1981, pp.95-214) towards the end of the 
1980s. Somkiat’s attempts, like that of Nidhi’s, offered the possibility for alternative 
explanations of Thai social and cultural history. In other words, “the Thai Left turned 
away from the base to the superstructure as the heart of its theoretical practice” (Thanes, 
2010, p. 157).
The Study o f Leisure in Thai Studies
The grounds for the study of Thai leisure culture emerged in this context of the 
1980s. Corresponding with the change in world geopolitics and the collapse of the 
Communist Party of Thailand (CPT) in the late 1980s, the Marxist approach in Thai 
studies began to wane, and we begin to see the general rise of post-Marxist approaches 
in critical Thai studies (Jackson, 2010, pp.43-44). The number of foreign-educated 
students rose, and the number of translated books that entered the Thai academic and 
non-academic milieu flourished (Chalong, 1992, pp. 10-11).
One major theoretical rubric that gained the greatest currency in progressive 
Thai studies after the end of the Cold War was poststructuralism (Jackson, 2010, p.44). 
The old and the new generation of scholars, Thai and foreign, joined in and their works 
contributed to the growing body of poststructuralist Thai studies in the 1990s. Some of 
these works had already been written well before the 1990s, indicating the time it took 
for the new approach to gain prominence in the scholarship, or, on the contrary, that the 
debate between the old and new paradigm had not yet been settled. Jackson has given 
an overview of these orientations to the new intellectual direction including 
“...Thongchai Winichakul (1994) and Nidhi Eoseewong (1982 [2005], 2000, 2002 [and
24For example, Nidhi, 1982 [2005].
2004]) in history; Thanes Wongyannava25 in political science and cultural studies; 
Chusak Pattarakulvanit (2002), Nopphorn Prachakul (2001) and Rachel Harrison 
(2004a, 2004b) in literature; Rosalind Morris (2000) and Pattana Kitiarsa (2003) in 
anthropology; and Kanjana Kaewthep (1998) in media studies” to name but a few 
(Jackson, 2010, p.44). The poststructuralist approach, like the case of Marxism in the 
1970s to the 1980s, was adopted and adapted into Thai social sciences in the 1990s.
In the 1990s and the 2000s, accordingly, we can see a continued increase in the 
number of social and cultural history studies in and about Thailand. In his article 
Prawatsat sangkhom khue arai [What is Social History?],26 Reynolds called for Thai 
historical research beyond the state’s perspective towards that of the commoners. This 
sounds close to a Marxist approach, but Reynolds contends that he only brings in some 
terms and concepts from Marxism as he sees they are useful, but he does not have the 
systematic theoretical framework (Reynolds, 2007, p.61). Reynolds began with an 
outline on the study of social history in France by the Annales School led by Marc 
Bloch and Lucien Febvre, especially Bloch’s Feudal Society (1961). He then proposes 
that in Thai historical research there are many more topics in social history that are 
waiting to be written about, including birth, marriage, and death culture; work culture; 
food, types of food, and nutritious culture; leisure culture; temples as a space for social 
relationships; crime and violence; migration; class; social mobilisation; the new kind of 
slavery; and gambling (Reynolds, 2007, pp.66-67, 71-84). This present thesis, in part, is 
an answer to this call, although not using an approach that Reynolds would have taken 
himself.
It has been a few decades now from Reynolds’ call for more attention to social 
history, and there have been more works undertaken on some of the aspects of 
Siam/Thailand’s social and cultural history. These studies were undertaken in many 
different directions, they include monographs that were developed from PhD research 
such as Peleggi (2002), Barme (2002), and Warren (2013). Furthermore, there are also 
influential unpublished PhD theses including those by Copeland (1993), Jory (1996), 
Villa (2006), Thanapol (2008), Chua (2012), Phillips (2012), and Tamthai (2014).
25Thanes has played an important role in Thai poststructuralist scholarship with his long-term 
editorship of the influential Ratthasatsan [Journal of Political Science] (Jackson, 2010, p.211).
26The article was originally a lecture that Reynolds gave in Thai at the National Archives of 
Thailand in 1979, but it was published and publicised in 1984 (Reynolds, 2007, p.57). It was only in 2007 
that the article was compiled with other articles and became known to a wider Thai public, as the book 
was republished in 2013.
This thesis aims to join in the writings of social and cultural history that has 
been particularly lively in Thai as well. Here some works that fill the gap in the study of 
watthanatham!culture should be mentioned. In the 2000s, Monruethai Chaiwiset opened 
the decade by publishing her award-winning dissertation (2002) Social History o f Toilet 
and Sanitary Wares in Thailand, 1897-1997. Patarawdee Phuchadapirom (2006) has 
studied “entertainment culture” (■watthanatham khwambanthoeng - Twamnifminnim^) in
Bangkok during the decade after the Second World War. In her previous study on this 
genre (1993), she also traced the role of musicians in the Thai classical ensemble, piphat 
(lJmno), from 1868 to 1925 using historical approach paved by Nidhi (Patarawdee,
1993). Chatri Prakitnonthakan (2009) has decoded the symbolic meanings and the 
ideological aspects in the architecture of the People’s Party during the 1930s and the 
1940s, which challenged the traditional architectural styles that had long been 
dominated by the conservative monarchical regime. Malinee Khumsupha’s (2005) 
award-winning book adopted a poststructuralist approach to study the “hidden 
meanings” in the Democracy Monument on Rajdamnoen Road, Bangkok. Her doctoral 
thesis (2011) turned to study the process of Bangkok’s urbanisation in the second half 
of the nineteenth century. Chanan Yothong’s (2013) controversial book adopted a 
gender studies approach to study the reign of King Vajiravudh (r. 1910-1925). He 
portrays aspects of homosociality in this reign, and offers a picture of the men in the 
inner palace, who were the royal favourites at the time.
Apart from Thai language monographs, this thesis owes much to the expansion 
of the study of Thai social and cultural history. There have been increasing numbers of 
unpublished dissertations in Thai history that focus on the topics that are new to Thai 
historical writing.28 To give notable examples, Orawan Sriudom’s A Study on the 
Travelling During the Sixth Reign (1910-1925) (2000); Netnapha Prakobkij’s 
Development o f Foreign Football Culture in Thai Society, 1966-2001 (2002); Pinpetch 
Jampa, Thai Tourism Culture, 1851-2001 (2002); Nuttaya Ussavaponganant’s 
“Bornbia” -  Chinese Gambling in Thai Society, 1824-1917; Jirawat Sangthong’s 
Everyday Life o f the Siamese in Bangkok, 1883-1932 (2003); Wirayuth Srisuwannakij’s 
Western Style Recreation o f the Siamese Elite, 1902-1932 (2006). New topics are being 
written, new historical sources are being investigated, old historical sources are being
27See the review of Chatri’s work in Lawrence Chua (2010).
28Many social and cultural history dissertations were under the supervision of Assoc. 
Prof.Chalong Soontravanich (now retired), from the Department of History, Chulalongkom University.
re-read, and new historical sources are waiting to be discovered. The present moment is
. 29a lively time, once again, for critical historical research in Thailand to flourish.
From the 1970s, Thai historical studies have gone through many phases, which 
are due to the societal and political contexts of their time (Chalong, 1992). Recently, the 
intellectuals and the students of the 1970s, the “Octobrists”, have been re-assessed 
(Kanokrat, 2012; Thikan, 2012), but it is undeniable that the intellectual movement of 
the 1970s had laid a foundation and provided possibilities for Thai historical research to 
expand. My thesis has been informed by the historical studies that were written during 
the 1970s and 1980s under the atmosphere of the Marxist debate, yet it also has been 
influenced by post-Marxists approaches of the late 1980s and the 1990s. In this respect, 
my work is a dialectical relationship to them.
“Time” and the Study of Siam/Thailand: The Synchronisation of the Thai State 
with the Western-Dominated World Order during the Nineteenth Century
Because in the Thai idiom leisure is “free time”, this study begins by looking 
into the notion of time. But it looks at time in the sense that it is related to the discussion 
of leisure. Although very valuable, I will not focus particularly on the philosophical 
aspects of the notion of time in Thai society. Instead, I will look at the mundane, prosaic 
aspect of how the Siamese elite measured time, and how the changes in time 
measurement contributed to the emergence of modem leisure culture as a category in 
nineteenth century Siam.
There are two aspects of the notion of time that relate to the shape of this study. 
The first aspect is the relationship between time and the state. If we step back and look 
at the larger picture of nineteenth century Asia, Siam was not unique in its historical 
experience, as nationalist/royalist promoters would have wanted to believe. It had gone 
through the processes of state transformation according to the new “rhythms” of the 
world order. The expansion of the world economy from the West made all the dynasties 
in Asia accelerate their centralisation process, often in a coercive manner, to meet “the
29It is also important to mention that the writing of political history in the present time has been 
particularly difficult due to the very strict academic atmosphere according to the application of Article 
112 of the Thai Criminal Code, the lese-majeste law, against academics and laymen who are seen as 
defaming the monarchy. See a valuable analysis on the lese-majeste law in Streckfuss(2011). However, 
Chanida (2007) is a brilliant exception.
demands made by, and the opportunities derived from, the expanding global capitalist 
system” (Anderson, 1978, p.210).
This process did not take place only in the economic and political, but also in the 
intellectual and cultural dimensions. There was a process of cultural reorientation that 
ran parallel to the political and economic centralisation process, and I would call this 
process the “synchronisation” of the Thai state with the Western world order. The 
Siamese monarchy synced its cultural institutions into the new rhythm that came from 
the West. As a result, the change in the measurement of time initiated by the Siamese 
elite for their own ends facilitated the economic and political centralisation that came to 
its highest point under the absolute monarchy at the turn of the twentieth century.
But this “synchronisation” of the Thai state did not follow a path similar to that 
taken by other states. Let me put nineteenth century Siam in comparison with its 
contemporary, Japan. The reason that I choose Japan is because that country has so 
often been compared with Siam, that is, the Meiji restoration in Japan began at the same 
time as Siam’s King Chulalongkorn (r. 1868-1910) ascended the throne in 1868.
Tanaka (2004) has given an account of the relationship between time, state, and 
history for the emergence of modern Japan. He argues that the new time reckoning 
system introduced from 1868 was central to the process of the emergence of Japan. 
Drawing from Lukacs (1971) and Benjamin (1968), Tanaka argues, and I quote him at 
length here, that,
[Firstly, t]he most obvious [key changes] is that the Meiji period ushered in a 
new government, economic system, and conceptual structure. It truly was a new 
time that broke from the old. Second, clocks were adopted and became the 
principle timekeepers that marked the units of the day. They brought 
mechanically regular time—the time of progressive society. The time of the 
newly adopted Gregorian calendar was also new, but this time signified (and 
continues to signify) [in Benjamin’s words] the “monuments of historical 
consciousness”. This constantly recurring time has gained a transhistorical 
status, a temporality removed from time to transmute objects and relations into 
natural conditions. Finally.. ..the absence of traces of this monumental time (and 
I would add chronological time) is another part of modem temporality, the 
historical consciousness of the modem person is built upon fragments of the past
that are now remembered as quaint, romantic, and/or primitive conditions prior 
to the better life of modern society...These different temporalities were all part 
of the transformation where, by the end of the Meiji period [in 1912], a 
historical consciousness emerged that had transmuted the heterogeneous 
communities of the archipelago into a unified nation-state, Japan (Tanaka, 2004, 
P-2).
Tanaka argues further to round off his thesis, following the framework provided by 
Poulantzas (2000 [1978]), that the introduction of the new time reckoning system,
provides an organizing framework that allows for a different flow of people and 
goods (more conducive to capitalism) that reorganizes the diverse regions of the 
archipelago into the unit of Japan. Here it is important that history, the state, and 
the capitalist economy emerged at the same time (Tanaka, 2004, p.4).
What Tanaka calls the “revolutionary transformation”(Tanaka, 2004, p. 1) in the 
new time of Japan seems to be relatively less so in the case of Siam. Although Siam 
went through the processes of adopting the Western methods of calculating and 
measuring time, the degree of the “break” between the old time and the new time in 
Siam during King Chulalongkorn’s period was less than that of Japan. While the new 
Japanese government in 1868 abolished the astronomy offices, which had played the 
role of determining the proper lunar calendars (Tanaka, 2004, pp.5-6), at the same 
period official Siamese calendrical calculation was still announced in the Buddhist lunar 
calendrical calculation, as I will show in greater detail in chapter 3. The Buddhist lunar 
calendar in Siam, contrary to that of Japan, was needed even more for the state-building 
process in the reign of King Chulalongkom. The “auspicious time” (roek -  q n u )  was
based on the co-calculation of Western time and the Buddhist lunar calendar. There was 
not so much a break as rather the beginning of an ambiguous co-existence between the 
old and the new times which determined (and continues to determine) Siam/Thailand’s 
state affairs.
The second aspect of the notion of time that relates to the shape of this thesis is 
found in Thai studies. This aspect revolves around the question of how we explain the 
encounter between Siamese and Western knowledge (in this case the time reckoning
system) in the middle of the nineteenth century. My focus is on Chulalongkom’s father 
King Mongkut (r. 1851-1868), whose reign was at the historical conjuncture of the “Old 
Siam” and the “New Siam” (Davisakd, 1997, ch.l). That is, the reign of King Mongkut 
saw the transformation from the Traiphum cosmography after the encounter with 
Western knowledge.
The Traiphum cosmography was believed30 to be the world view that 
represented the “Old Siam” beforeWestem knowledge arrived in late eighteenth to early 
nineteenth century Siam (Davisakd, 1997, pp.37-54). There are debates among 
historians on the question of the extent and nature of the break from the Old to New 
Siam. On the one hand are those who see the rate of the transition from the Old to the 
New Siam as sudden, indicating a “break” of one historical epoch to the next. Reynolds, 
looking at the writing of Jaophraya Thippakorawong’s Kitjanikit [A Book Explaining 
Various Things] (1867), argues that Kitjanukit “replaced” the Traiphum cosmography, 
in the reign of King Mongkut (Reynolds, 1976). Like Reynolds, Thongchai also 
portrays the departure from the Traiphum cosmography to the idea of modern Thai 
geography (Thongchai, 1994, ch. 1).
On the other hand are those who see the rate of transformation from the Old to 
the New Siam as smoother and less “revolutionary”, as in the work of Nidhi. He looks 
at the text Nang Nophamat (Lady Nophamat) in the reign of King Rama III and argues, 
contra Reynolds, that prior to Kitjanukit, the text Nang Nophamat already reflected the 
social and economic base for the second half of the nineteenth century (Nidhi, 2005 
[1982], pp.229-254). Nidhi sees the historical changes reflected in these two texts as “a 
series of tiny bridges which lead seamlessly from one situation to another without any 
violent break” (Nidhi, 2005 [1982], p.254).
Attachak Sattayanurak picks up where Nidhi left off. Following Nidhi, he states 
that the problem in explaining the transition of Siam during the reign of King Mongkut 
has been too much emphasis on the external factors, i.e. Western influence, and
3°It is curious why the Traiphum cosmography gained the most attention from scholars as the 
representative of the “traditional” worldviews, even though there were many “traditional” cosmographies 
before the nineteenth century. Thongchai mentioned some problems of claiming the Traiphum as the sole 
origin of the Old Siam. For one thing, it is not clear what was the relationship between the Traiphum 
cosmography and other “traditional” ideas (Thongchai, 1994, p.21). Vickery also questions when the 
Traiphum Phra Ruang, the treatise that represent the Traiphum cosmography the most clearly, was 
written (Vickery, 1991). Davisakd painstakingly compares two versions of the text, but concedes that the 
discursive power of the Traiphum cosmography in the present Thai scholarship is still high (Davisakd, 
1997, ch.2, p.41). Furthermore, a provocative article questioning the whole premise of Traiphum Phra 
Ruang can be seen in Niyada, 2012.
overlooking the internal dynamics of the Siamese society, although he does not say 
what those works are (Attachak, 1988, p.l; Attachak, 1995, pp.9-10). Attachak argues 
that in the Siamese society there had already been a transformation in the Siamese 
elites’ view of time, which was the foundation for the rise of the nation-state. As a result 
of the economic exchange, he suggests, the elites and the commoners began to 
emphasise rational thoughts more and believed in human ability (Attachak, 1995, p .l2). 
He contends that there began the departure from the Traiphum worldview towards time, 
which could be traced as early as during King Rama I’s reign (1782-1809) (Attachak, 
1995, pp. 15-17).
Attachak points to the difference in the thinking about time between the 
Buddhist Sangha and among the laymen during the early Bangkok period. The Sangha, 
he contends, was not involved in trade and their role has been to continue the Buddhist 
traditions from one generation to the next. So the change in the Sangha was a lot slower 
than the change in the secular world (Attachak, 1995, p. 17). It was not until the reign of 
King Mongkut, who spent a considerable period of his life in both the Sangha and the 
secular world, that the Sangha reform began to take place. Only from the initiatives 
from King Mongkut did the transformation of the worldview of the elite really begin to 
take effect. King Mongkut established the Thammayut sect, which relied on the new 
perceptions of time and believed in human ability to progress rather than the Traiphum 
cosmography, which was based on the decline of the human world, or Panja 
Antarathan31 (Attachak, 1995, p.20-22).
From Attachak’s analyses on knowledge encounter, I agree with him on the 
importance of stressing the local agency of the Siamese. However, I disagree with 
Attachak on two grounds. The first is that the development of Siamese society in 
Attachak’s view seems to go from one point (i.e. Traiphum worldview towards time) to 
another (i.e. rational view towards time). I will show in chapter 2 that the departure 
from one historical epoch to another was not clear-cut; there was instead a process of 
“co-existence” between the old and the new world. Siam from the reign of King 
Mongkut would progress depending on both worldviews. In the “secular” world, like in 
the state administration and economic exchanges, the rational world view was adopted. 
In the “spiritual” world, like astrology, auspicious time (roek), etc. the old attitude 
towards time was still in use.
ilPanja Antarathan or “Five Disappearances” is the prophecy believed among the Thai 
Buddhists. The prophecy is about the decline of Buddhism from the death of the Buddha. The Buddhists, 
therefore, had an obligation to preserve Buddhist knowledge, as the decay of the religion is on the way.
The second ground of disagreement with Attachak is that I want to rescue the 
role of technology back into the analysis of the historical transitions of Thai society.
The new attitude towards time, Attachak argues, took place among the Siamese elite 
prior to the adoption of the mechanical clock (Attachak, 1988, p.l 10). This is true, as 
the use of mechanical clocks, steamships, telegraphs, railways, and all the inventions of 
the nineteenth century and beyond would not have been successful without the change 
in the level of the thoughts and attitudes. But this view would render technological 
advancements as mere results of the operation of the mind. The technologies would be 
just an appendix in the analysis of intellectual history. Materials can be an agent in 
determining thought as well, as Attachak himself concedes in passing that the changes 
in the thoughts of the elite during the early nineteenth century was due to foreign trade, 
including the “business’Mike operations such as re-investment, trade planning, and 
technological development to increase production (Attachak, 1995, pp.l 1-12).
An example of the role of technology in the emergence of leisure time might 
help here. It is true that changes in the worldview of the Siamese elite made possible the 
separation between work and non-work time during the reign of King Chulalongkorn. 
But the separation would not have been successful without the role of mechanical 
clocks and the Gregorian calendars that subsequently were norms for the reproduction 
of the work and non-work time. The impact of technology might be underestimated if 
we consider the changes in the society solely on the level of thought.
Semicolonialism and Siam’s Path to Modernity
How then should we describe the transition of Siam during the nineteenth 
century? What should Siam’s path to modernity be called? These are not new questions. 
Central to these questions was the notion that Siam was never colonised, the notion that 
the conservative/nationalist historiography has kept on emphasising in order to venerate 
the Chakri Dynasty as the saviour of the nation’s independence (Thongchai, 2001). This 
historiography, furthermore, was bolstered by the foreign scholars (mainly American) 
who, upon the increasing role of the US in Thailand from the 1950s, produced academic 
works that relied heavily on the history written by the Thai conservative elite. Unlike 
specialists in the ex-colonial societies who already had the colonial scholarship to work 
from, the specialists of Thailand “were inhibited from critical confrontation with the
objects and material of their study” (Anderson, 1978, p. 196). Recently, Nattapoll (2009) 
and Kullada (2003) have deconstructed the body of knowledge that was produced by 
foreign scholars during the Cold War period, some of which went on to become the 
dominant narrative in Thai studies. Nattapoll points out that from the late 1950s to the 
1970s, there began a surge of academic works by some American scholars with the 
support, one way or another, of the US Government (Nattapoll, 2009, pp.5-19).
But the narrative of independent Thailand held by the Thai conservatives was 
challenged as early as 1950 by Udom Srisuwan, a leading member of the Communist 
Party of Thailand (CPT). Udom, under the pseudonym Aran Phromchomphu, published 
Thailand, A Semicolony33 (1950) to offer a systematic radical analysis that Thai society 
after signing the Bowring Treaty with Britain in 1855 became a semicolony and semi- 
feudal society.34 According to Udom, the encroachment of Western Imperialism made 
Siam become a semicolony (kueng mueangkhuen kueng sakdina -  MMwummiwi), and
at the same time Siam turned into a semi-feudal society because imperialism destroyed 
the local artisan industries and provided the conditions for the transition from a feudal 
into a semi-feudal society. Udom argued that this co-exploitation of Western 
imperialism and the Thai feudal class upon the people made the latter .the class that 
suffered the most. The way out of the people’s suffering was to overthrow both 
exploitative forces (Udom, 1950 [1979], pp.269-274).35 While written in 1950, the 
Maoist paradigm of Thailand, A Semicolony had to wait until after 14 October 1973 to 
gain widespread influence among the progressive students and intellectuals (Thikan, 
2013, p. 121).
32Nattapoll gives an example of scholars from various disciplines including history, political 
science, economics, sociology and anthropology. During the late 1950s and the 1970s, there emerged the 
names such as James Ingram, George William Skinner, David Wyatt, Herbert P. Phillips, David K. 
Wilson, William J. Siffin, Constance M. Wilson, Ladd M. Thomas, Clark D. Neher, and Fred W. Riggs 
(Nattapoll, 2009, pp.5-6). I will refer to some of the works produced by these scholars in this thesis. 
These works contributed to the growing body of Thai studies, yet I am aware that we have to use them 
with critical eyes. Thesescholars relied onthe body of knowledge produced by the Thai “Royalists” 
(Nattapoll’s term) such as Prince Damrong Rajanuphap, Prince Dhani Nivat, M.R.W. Seni Pramoj, and 
M.R.W Kukrit Pramoj (Nattapoll, 2009, p.8).
Thailand, A Semicolony was reprinted under the title Sen-thang sangkhom Thai in 1979 
(Udom, 1950 [1979]). The term “semi-colonial” was popularised by Lenin in his Imperialism: The 
Highest Stage o f Capitalism (1939) (Loos, 2006, p. 17) and subsequently used by Mao Zedong for his 
political project in China.
34Udom translates Siamese sakdina system as Feudal society (Udom, 1950 [1979], p.7). Later 
on, Thailand, A Semicolony was criticised by Songchai (1981) on the nature of the Thai state. 1 do not 
focus on this issue, only to mention the context in which these works emerged. Also see Kullada and 
Kengkij (2013) for their view on the transition of the Thai state from the feudal to capitalist state.
35See another example of this school of thought in the bigger picture of “world system” in 
Wallerstein (2011 [1983]).
Udom’s semicolony framework provided an intellectual critique of the 
monarchy until the collapse of the CPT in the early 1980s. The end of the CPT, in turn, 
brought about the decline of the critique of the feudalists. Thikan (2012) has captured 
the intellectual landscape of the Thai “opposition” during the decades after this Maoist- 
inspired CPT paradigm, semicolony, lost its influence. He proposes that there was a • 
shift in the ideas of the Thai critical educated class towards many groups whose ideas 
were cut off from the CPT’s powerful intellectual critique (Thikan, 2012). This shift had 
one significant departure. According to the CPT’s semicolony framework, the CPT’s 
political project was to critique both imperialism (Western capitalism) and the Thai 
feudalists (the ruling class i.e. the monarchy). The post-CPT critical intellectuals, on the 
other hand, kept on critiquing capitalism and authoritarianism, but left the feudal aspect 
out of their criticism (Thikan, 2013, p. 125).
Thikan’s work, in part, stems from one of the questions central to the study of 
present-day Thailand: how has the Thai monarchy come to possess the high status that it 
has in the present? There have been important studies done to answer this question. On 
the economic dimension, Porphant Ouyyanont (2006) illustrates the economic 
foundation of the Crown Property Bureau (CPB), and its investments. The CPB is the 
most important institution that bolsters the economic strength of the monarchy. On the 
political dimension, Nattapoll Chaiching (2013) has brilliantly portrayed the role of the 
“royalists” network during the period 1932-1957, who successfully helped secure the 
power of the monarchy during decades after the 1932 revolution. On the cultural 
dimension, Jackson has traced the emergence and the growth of the discourse of god- 
king (Pali: devaraja), the status of “religiosity” that King Bhumibhol has in the present 
(Jackson, 2010c). This question has increasingly been asked by the Thai studies critical 
intellectuals, especially after the coup d’etat in 2006. This thesis was completed only a 
few days after the most recent military coup in Thailand on 22 May 2014, and it is 
difficult to predict what directions critical thoughts may now take given the intensity of 
the repression now underway.
36Thikan categorises the post-CPT critical intellectuals into seven major trends including 1) 
Classical Marxism 2) Trotskyism 3) Western Marxism 4) Dependency theories 5) Community culturalism 
6) Buddism and 7) Parliamentary Democracy. However, Thikan left out the whole poststructuralist 
intellectual tradition, and those who dealt with the watthanatham/culture, including literary criticism. For 
example, he claims that he does not focus on Nidhi Eoseewong’s works, Sinlapa Watthanatham 
magazine, etc., because, he argues, this strand of thought was “limited among those who were interested 
in history and literature, which is a specialised field” (Thikan, 2012, pp.26-27).
Semicolonialism in the Post-2006 (and Post-2014) Coup Thailand
Whereas the term semicolony (kueng ananikhom -  fboionumjin the later Thai
usage) had been declared largely irrelevant in the late 1990s and early 2000s (Reynolds, 
1999, p.263; Loos, 2004, p. 18), it seems premature to be convinced that such was the 
case during the latter half of the 2000s. Even as early as 2004, Hong Lysa states that the 
semicolony “retains its force in confronting the assumed independence and an 
unreflexive racially based elite nationalism that has so defined Thai self-representations 
and public culture, but also in how Thailand is understood by others” (Hong, 2004, 
p.327). In the same year, Peter Jackson has reconnected the term semicolony back to 
the historical condition of Siam to lay out the theoretical basis for his argument of the 
Siamese state as the “Performative State”, or the “regime of images”. He argues that the 
“regime of images emerged in the context of a very real operation of Western imperial 
power in Siam [in the late nineteenth century]” (Jackson, 2004, p.230). He reiterated his 
use of the term semicolonial in his later works relating to cultural studies (Jackson, 
2005) and postcolonial theories (Jackson, 2008; 2010b). While Jackson’s use of the 
term is theoretically inclined and not historically specific, it shows that the term has still 
provided a critical edge to the study of Siam/Thailand. •
In particular, post-2006 began an era when the focus on Thai politics has shifted 
to the study of the monarchy in Thai history (Thongchai, 2013, ch.l 1). Here, the term 
semicolony has been used again with an updated meaning. In May 2011, Thongchai 
Winichakul gave a speech titled “The Heritage of Thai Absolutism in the Present” 
(Moradok somburanayasitthirat naipatjuban- mannuipanqnfluiiiWlutfMuu) (Thongchai,
2011). In this speech, Thongchai projected back to Siam a century before as the 
“defining period” in which the foundations of modern Thailand were laid out. 
Absolutism was an historical epoch where “the regime of power that important 
intellectual, culture, and discourses were established when [Siam] was moving towards 
the modern era” (Thongchai, 2011, pp.45-47). The “heritage” of the Siamese 
absolutism, he points out, is still evident in Thai society today.
Thongchai chose the word “semicolonialism” (kueng ananikhom) to describe the 
context of Siamese absolutism. His choice is telling, since a decade ago he used the 
term “crypto-colonialism” (ananikhom amphrang), following Michael Herzfeld (2002) 
(Thongchai, 2001, p.49; Thongchai, 2011, p.21), but he changed to using the term
37See the responses from other scholars in this same issue of Fah Daew Kan. Also, this speech is 
reprinted in Thongchai, 2013, ch. 10.
semicolonialism because it is “more familiar” to the Thai academia (Thongchai, 2011, 
P-47).
Following Jackson and others, Thongchai modified the meaning of 
semicolonialism from its CPT origin towards the version influenced by the postcolonial 
analysis. The semicolonial character of Siam, he argues, was that during the era of 
Western imperialism in the nineteenth century, the Siamese elite realised that the new 
world order had emerged, so they adjusted their position accordingly through many 
political projects. The Siamese elite, however, did not carry out the changes only from 
the pressure of imperialism, but also because the changes directly benefited the Siamese 
elite themselves. So these two sides of the same coin cannot be separated (Thongchai, 
2011, pp.47-48).
This nature of the above “duality” of the Siamese state is emphasised further in 
Jackson (2010), who has seen the use of semicolonialism in two aspects. He points out 
that
27
Semicolonialism here plays a double role. Firstly, invoking the notion that 
Siam/Thailand was or is a semicolony challenges conservative approaches that 
deny comparability and reject critical theory as irrelevant. Postcolonial analysis 
will only find a place in the field [of Thai Studies] after the threshold issue of 
Siam/Thailand’s colony-like relations to the West is addressed. Secondly, the 
idea of semicolonialism signals the need for critical dialogue with postcolonial 
studies and flags the need for approaches that capture the specificity of a society 
that remained politically independent of the West while subordinating, colony­
like relations were imposed in other domains (Jackson, 2010, p.39).
Indeed, the dual character of the Siamese state has been exposed since the 
Marxist historiography of the 1950s and 1970s (Reynolds and Hong, 1983). But from 
the 2000s, there began an increase in the analyses of duality once again. The analysis 
of Siam’s duality extends especially into the work of cultural and social history. There 
are notable examples of historical works done in this new direction. Peleggi (2002)
38The recent edited volume by Harrison and Jackson (2010) has placed this duality on the centre 
stage. For other important studies see Copeland 1993; Chaiyan, 1994; Thongchai, 2000a; Thongchai, 
2000b; Jory, 2000; Herzfeld, 2002; Hong, 2003; Loos, 2006; Thanapol, 2008; Thanapol, 2009; and Loos, 
2010 .
elaborates how the Siamese monarchy in the late nineteenth to the early twentieth 
century fashioned itself in order to reassert power over the newly bounded “nation”. The 
effect of the fashioning was twofold. First, Peleggi challenges the present-day dominant 
narrative of the monarchy and shows how strategic the monarchy was in order to 
recapitalise their power during the fifth reign. Meanwhile, he proposes that the 
phenomenon was a “localized product of globalizing trends” (Peleggi, 2002, pp.1-16). 
Loos (2006) focuses on “Siam’s historically contingent and contextually specific 
formulation of modernity—an alternative modernity” to portray Siamese modernity 
which did not follow the European one (Loos, 2006, pp. 18-24). She shows how Siam’s 
alternative modernity played out in the area of family law and the policy towards 
Siam’s southern provinces. Barme (2002) paints the socio-political context of early 
twentieth century Siam to show how there were “proto-feminist discourses” in Siamese 
society (Barme, 2002, ch.l). Thanapol argues that the Siamese public sphere emerged in 
the context of colonial modernity. He contends that the newly emerged discursive space 
made possible the practice of criticism towards the Siamese elite (Thanapol, 2008, ch.l; 
Thanapol, 2009, pp.361-399). Thanks to the coup d’etat in 2006, we will continue to see
TOthe critical and revisionist histories in Thai studies.
Semicolonialism in this Thesis: Siam as a Semicolonial and Semi-imperial State
Indeed, the emergence of the new temporal order when Siam encountered the 
West from the 1830s brought about the conditions from which modem leisure culture 
could emerge. But modernity from the West could not function without forces from the 
local agents. In other words, the Western expansion model could not operate without 
Siamese collaboration. This created the situation where the two temporalities—the 
Siamese time and the Western time—coexisted as Siam moved forward towards 
modernity, and I see this situation as reflecting the general condition of 
semicolonialism.
Semicolonialism here stresses the duality of the Siamese state. That is, the 
Siamese state was a semicolonial as well as a semi-imperial state. From the 1830s,
39For example, Fah Diaw Kan Publishing House has already begun a book series on monarchy 
studies see http://www.sameskybooks.net/, accessed 29 April 2014. However, after the heavy 
suppression by the junta after May 2014, it remains to be seen how the critical scholarship will weather 
this latest authoritarian storm. Personally, I still have hope.
while the Western temporal order encountered the Siamese one, there began the 
coexistence of the two temporalities throughout the nineteenth century.
Semicolonialism operated in terms of cultural hegemony, which Bangkok temporality 
began to expand, dominate, and homogenise the multiplicity of other temporalities in 
Siam wherever it reached.
With the role of hegemonic Bangkokon other temporalities, it will be shown 
through the thesis that wela wang in Siam/Thailand is gendered, classed, and racialised. 
One spends leisure time “purposefully” according to the male Siamese elite’s 
perception. Furthennore, the role of women was largely excluded. For example, the role 
of women in Buddhist moralising discourses on productive time (chapter 6) was very 
much on the periphery. The “rhythm” of semi-imperial Bangkok, ultimately, was 
gendered male, classed as elite, and racialised/ethnicised as either white or Siamese.
The semicolonialism adopted in this study, therefore, includes the aspect 
“internal colonialism” (ananikhom phai nai- oitu-nifUjmüTu) of Bangkok over the other
regions and takes it as inseparable from Siam’s path to modernity. The term “internal 
colonialism” is not widely used because it is the other side of the Provincial 
Administration System (Thesaphiban -  mfnninn) during the period 1892-1915, which has
been seen only one-sidedly as an accomplishment of the Chakri dynasty. The early user 
of the term for Thailand is Suthep Sunthomphesat, who has drawn a sociological model 
to study Bangkok’s relationship with the northeast region, and called Bangkok’s 
policies internal colonialism.40 Fie suggests that the internal colonialism model can be 
used to explain why certain areas of the country were, and are, not developed. From 
1767 to 1932, Bangkok acted as an imperial power that colonised the northern and 
north-eastern region (Suthep, 2005[ 1968], pp. 162-169). In the same vein, Chaiyan 
Rajchagool adopted the core-periphery capitalism model to portray Siamese state 
transformation from feudalism to peripheral capitalism in 1932. He stresses the 
hegemonic role of Bangkok over other parts of the country to reap the resources 
(Chaiyan, 1994). Echoing this line of analysis, two prominent Thai studies scholars 
point out that the economic growth of Bangkok was created by pax Chakri (Pasuk and 
Baker, 1997, p. 107). Furthermore, Loos portrays the “competitive colonialism” of Siam 
and imperial Britain towards the Malay South and shows that “Siam sits at the nexus of 
colonialism and imperialism, where its sovereignty was qualified by imperial nations at
4°Suthep draws on the idea of V.I. Lenin in The Development o f Capitalism in Russia (1956) into 
his analysis of Thailand.
the same time that its leaders enacted colonial measures domestically sometimes in 
conscious competition with encroaching imperial powers” (Loos, 2010, p.75). This 
condition of internal colonialism, thus, determined the Siamese elite’s action in relation 
to the West, and hence the semicolonial power of Siam—as the semicolonial and semi­
imperial political entity—was revealed.
Siam ’s Colonial Experience
Tamara Loos, in her attempt to find the terminology for Siam’s experience of 
modernity, rejected the term semicolonialism on the ground that “[ujsing the term semi- 
to modify colonial, imperial, or modern, risks interpreting Siam in between the very 
binaries—tradition/modemity, colony/empire—that critical scholarship seeks to 
dismantle” (Loos, 2010, p.75; also the same remark in Loos, 2004, p.17). Loos proposes 
the term “alternative modernities” in her study of Siam’s bureaucratic administration 
particularly the legal institutions during the nineteenth to the early twentieth century.
She focuses on “Siam’s historically contingent and contextually specific formulation of 
modernity” that “Siam’s form of modernity is indebted to Europe, but [Siam] did not 
adopt modern European forms of Rile and institutions in their entirety” (Loos, 2006, 
pp.20-21). For Loos, semicolonialism leads to the emphasis of Siam’s sovereign status 
as a colonised country, while it overlooks the imperial aspect of the Siamese royal court 
(Loos, 2010, p.76).
The problem, in my opinion, in the attempts to find the right term for Siam’s 
experience of modernity in the nineteenth century is that they might not be very fruitful. 
The use of semicolonialism in post-2006 Thai studies has renewed the critical edge of 
the term, and has encompassed the semi-imperial aspect of Siam into its use, as in 
Thongchai’s 2011 speech that I have mentioned above. Both terms—semicolonialism 
and alternative modernities—have their weaknesses. While Loos contends that 
alternative modernity is the right term to use to describe the non-Westem societies to 
critique the European modular of modernity (Loos, 2006, p.20), this view is not 
unanimous. Timothy Mitchell, a scholar of Middle Eastern studies, while 
acknowledging the critical strength of the term (and also “multiple capitalisms”), points 
to its potential weaknesses. He argues that,
On the one hand, the language of alternative modernities can imply an almost 
infinite play of possibilities, with no rigorous sense of what, if anything, gives 
imperial modernity its phenomenal power of replication and expansion. On the 
other hand, the vocabulary of alternatives can still imply an underlying and 
fundamentally singular modernity, modified by local circumstances into a 
multiplicity of “cultural” forms. It is only in reference to this implied generic 
that such variations can be imagined and discussed (Mitchell, 2000, p.xii).
Harry Harootunian, from Japanese studies, also shares this view. Rejecting “alternative” 
and “retroactive” modernities, he prefers the term “co-eval” modernity because it,
calls attention to the experience of sharing the same temporality, that whatever 
and however a society develops, it is simply taking place at the same time as 
other modernities...The problems raised by the formulation of an “alternative” 
modernity is the unstated presumption of exceptionalism and uniqueness. The 
appeal to. the adjectival “alternative” implies not just difference but one that 
constitutes a better choice. What co-eval suggests is contemporaneity yet the 
possibility of difference. This sense of difference characterized the experience of 
modernity elsewhere—in China, with its semi-imperialist status, among late 
developers like Brazil, in colonized society like India—and reflected the 
negotiation between the local and received cultural habits—the culture of 
reference—and the requirements of the new global processes of capitalist 
expansion (Harootunian, 2000, pp.xvi-xvii).
This is not to mention other terms coined to explain the condition of Siam: “indirect 
rule”, “informal empire”, “cultural imperialism”, “auto-colonialism”, and so forth. I will 
not go on into the trouble of finding the right term, but only to mention in passing that 
the term “co-eval” seems to explain the situation in Siam during the reign of King 
Mongkut. The co-existence of the Western and the Siamese court’s temporality as Siam 
move towards the end of nineteenth century (chapter 2 and 3) can be seen as “co-eval”. 
However, the term co-eval, in my view, still does not render the aspects of hegemonic 
power that the West had upon Siam, on the one hand, and the power that Bangkok 
imposed upon the regions, on the other. In other words, the relationship between the two
co-temporalities was not an equal one. Semicolonialism, with its updated meaning and 
the “familiarity” of the term, seems to capture the hegemonic aspect the most, at least 
for the present.
Outline of this Thesis
In summary, I argue that the concept of modern leisure culture in Siam emerged 
during the second half of the nineteenth century, but we can trace its emergence back to 
the 1830s. Siamese modem leisure culture encapsulated three intertwined and 
inseparable characteristics. Firstly, leisure was clocked and calendared. Secondly, 
leisure was commodified as a result of the expansion of the market economy. And 
thirdly, leisure was put under the didactic, moral discourse that leisure time had to be 
spent “productively” (haipen prayot -  ItfiiluibsTtmJ)- It was within these three
dimensions that modern leisure culture emerged in Siam. This study traces the historical 
emergence of this particular category of Siamese social life, and along with the process 
I assume the task of portraying Siamese social and cultural history.
This thesis will focus on the impact of geopolitical changes from the 1830s to 
the 1920s through the lens of changes in Siamese leisure culture. I argue that, with the 
politico-economic transition, Siam underwent a change in a sociocultural dimension as 
a result of the expansion of the global capitalist system, which was a backdrop for 
imperialism. Imperialism, in this sense, was not only a political and economic project, 
but also a cultural and intellectual one that brought about changes in local cultures 
across the globe. Most studies of world orders focus on the geopolitical transition of 
elites—British and local, or on economic facts—on the role of the market, trading 
companies, etc. I will shine a different light on this transition using the domain of 
culture—in particular the marketised and commodified culture of leisure—as a lens to 
look at the geopolitical and economic issues from an alternative standpoint from most 
previous studies. I hope to contribute to a little-studied angle of modern Thai cultural 
history—leisure culture.
Previous studies have focused on a particular type of activity—travelling, 
gambling, music performances, and so forth—and have separated the political and 
economic from cultural and social analysis. I cannot see a way of doing cultural history
without explaining the base structure, yet the economic “last instance” does not render 
an explanation of the hegemonic power of cultural forms. I see leisure culture as 
inseparable from its social domains. We have to take into account the constraints and 
determinant factors that arise from politics, economics, and the relationship between 
state power and its subjects. It is necessary, in my view, to illustrate how leisure has 
been practised, changed, and perceived, in a different period of time. In this sense, a 
collective and structural point of view would enable us to see more clearly the 
interactions between the context and the domains that I will focus on throughout this 
thesis.
Throughout the thesis I have focused my analyses in the case studies of dance- 
drama, “leisure plazas” (new urban spaces of gambling houses, pawn shops, liquor 
stores, opium houses, markets, and brothels), sports and clubs, and weave them together 
to show how the meaning and practice of ieisure (wela wang) changed and was 
contested from the 1830s to 1932. That is, this thesis covers the time from the beginning 
of British imperialism in Siam until the end of absolute monarchy by the People’s Party 
in 1932, before Siam/Thailand moved towards the “American Era”41 after the Second 
World War.
Chapters 2 to 6 are meant to be read as a triptych. They are my long answer to 
one simple question: what is leisure in Siam/Thailand? There are three processes that 
formed the foundations of Siamese/Thai leisure culture. Firstly, leisure is based on the 
new attitude towards time and timekeeping according to the new time reckoning 
method; the twenty-four hour clock and the Western calendar adopted internationally. In 
other words, the new time reckoning methods became the norm for the separation 
between work and leisure. It involves the clearer, but not separated, division between 
work/non-work time, and work/non-work place. It takes in the time not assigned to 
work, and pursued in places that are not related to work.
The second process that provided the new social relationship to leisure was the 
expansion of market place. Leisure is a phenomenon of the market—it involves
entertainment activities that are purchased. The expansion in the size and volume of the 
market economy in Siam from the mid-nineteenth century turned leisure activities to 
commodities, and turned people to consumers.
41This term “American Era” has been coined by Benedict Anderson to call attention for scholars 
to study Thailand during the Cold War period (Anderson, 1985, p. 19).
Thirdly, Siamese/Thai leisure culture involves the role of the state. It has 
become a sphere of social life where the power relations between the state and the 
subjects take place. Moreover, leisure is a domain where political conflicts, 
consolidation, and suppression are played out. The state dominated and benefited from 
people’s leisure culture and made sure that the latter’s wela wang was used according 
to, or did not contradict, the power of the state.
Thesis Structure
Chapter 2 and chapter 3 are intended to be read together as the first pane of the 
triptych. Their main purpose is to argue that leisure time is possible as a category 
because it is clocked and calendared. This is the first major characteristic of leisure 
culture considered in this research. The question then is: what clock and what calendar? 
My answer is the mechanical clock and the Western (or Gregorian) calendar.
Central to the discussion in these chapters is the encounter between the Siamese 
and the Western temporal order. Chapter 2 concludes that what followed the encounter 
between the Western and the Siamese temporal order in the reign of King Mongkut was 
not merely an end of Buddhist cosmology; rather it led to the coexistence of the two 
temporal orders, each functioning in different social realms. This would reflect the 
“duality” of the semicolonial Thai state. But, as I shall explain in later chapters, this 
coexistence was not a static and equal one. Like other colonial societies, the Western 
temporal order would gain domination in some spheres of the local society, while the 
Siamese one would function in others. In Siam, this situation reflects the semicolonial 
power.
Chapter 3 is an extension of the argument put forth in the previous chapter.
As the mechanical clock and the Western calendar were the bases for leisure time, 
as chapter 2 suggests, chapter 3 will discuss how the new temporal order 
contributed to the separation of work and non-work time in the second half of the 
nineteenth century.
There are two interrelated topics that will be discussed in chapter 3. The 
first topic is to paint the picture of what the traditional non-work activities were 
like before the 1830s. These activities were based on the different norms such as
on agricultural patterns, “task-oriented” and concentrated in space, particularly the 
temple. But during the second half of the century, Siamese leisure culture was 
reoriented towards specific places for the non-work activities. Put simply, there 
began a process of spatial reorientation. Leisure time began to be spent in 
dedicated leisure sites. The second topic is more technical. It will deal with the 
development of the railway and telegraph to portray the ways in which the new 
clock began to play a hegemonic role in the emerging Siamese state.
This chapter will conclude by showing that the new temporal order began 
to play a more hegemonic role, but at the same time, the Buddhist temporal order 
did not go away.
Chapters 4 and 5 discuss the economic premises of Siamese leisure culture. 
They portray modern leisure’s second characteristic: that the non-work activities were 
commodified. Chapters 4 and 5 focus on two different levels of Thai society and aim to 
answer different research questions. Chapter 4 focuses on the Siamese elite, and on the 
transition from the traditional into the commodified form of leisure of dance-drama.
Chapter 5, on the other hand, will focus on the social and economic history of 
what I call the “leisure plaza”. Like chapter 4, this chapter will continue to discuss the 
process of the commodification of leisure activity during the same period of time. But 
unlike chapter 4, it will focus on a different group of people and different domains of 
leisure activities. It looks outside the Siamese elite towards the concentration of leisure 
sites in the urban areas in Bangkok and in the provinces. The domains employed in this 
chapter are plural, yet they concentrate and dependent on each other in an urban space 
which I call a “leisure plaza”. In the late nineteenth century leisure plaza, there were 
major leisure businesses including gambling houses, pawn shops, liquor houses, opium 
houses, and brothels. These five businesses were located close to each other in a leisure 
plaza, where markets and food stalls were nearby, and they were also located near 
transportation.
Chapter 5 will also show that from the 1830s to the 1900s there began the 
formation of a “leisure economy” generating great revenue to the Siamese state under 
King Chulalongkom. The leisure plazas that were scattered throughout the country 
could be imagined as multiple blood vessels that delivered the blood (i.e. revenue) to 
Bangkok for its growth. This is the semi-imperial aspect of leisure under Siamese 
semicolonialism. It will begin with the introduction to the formation of the “leisure 
economy” and will proceed to a discussion about gambling houses and the role of the
Chinese immigrants in Siam. The last part will analyse the spatial and temporal aspects 
of the impact of leisure plazas on the Siamese economy.
Chapter 6 presents the last pane of the triptych. It will focus on the third 
characteristic of leisure culture in Siam that it was moralised by the Siamese elite. This 
chapter covers the period between the last years of King Chulalongkorn to 1932, with 
an emphasis on the years of King Vajiravudh’s reign (1910-1925).
The main intention of chapter 6 is to show the processes by which Buddhism 
was merged into the use of time. This process made possible for us to talk about wela 
wang today in the same vein as Than Wor’s “killing time is more sinful than killing 
people”. Wela Wang must be spent “in a useful way” from this point on. Now the 
question is, what does “useful” mean exactly? In chapter 6 ,1 will portray the attempts 
by King Vajiravudh and a number of educationalists of this period to create didactic 
treatises to exemplify how to spend leisure time in a useful way. The king’s 
maneuvering was manifested in the education system, and in two major efforts 
throughout his life, the Wild Tiger Corps and the Royal Pages College (later known as 
Vajiravudh College). The “useful” leisure is the activity pursued in a firstly, economical 
and secondly, Buddhist moralistic way. These two qualities cannot be separated in Thai 
leisure culture.
By the first quarter of the twentieth century, King Vajiravudh and his 
contemporary educationalists embarked upon projects that aimed to struggle through the 
challenges they faced internally and externally. These projects’ central concern was to 
create “monks without robes” who knew how to spend leisure time in a useful way.
After the triptych has taken most of the study, I illustrate modern leisure culture 
in a case study of clubs (samosorn) in chapter7, which I will discuss leisure space in the 
clubs. An interesting phenomenon was that clubs mushroomed in urban areas from the 
1880s as the new space for leisure in Siam. Unlike dance-drama that I discuss in chapter 
4, joining a club was new form of leisure that only emerged from the 1880s, an activity 
which was heavily influenced by Western practices. The Siamese entered a club to 
spend their leisure time, as against their work time. The activities in clubs, as I will 
show, were largely economical and morally acceptable by the state, as a club would 
have to be legally registered.
Chapter 7 will be arranged into two sections with two different focuses. The first 
part of the chapter will discuss clubs for the Siamese elite, such as the Wachirayan, as a
confined space, “half club and half library”, where the Siamese elite including Prince 
Damrong Rajanubhab and others gathered to spend leisure time. The Wachirayan, I will 
argue, was a space that the Siamese elite created to separate themselves from the rest, 
from the non-elite. This “world” of the Siamese elite was refined and delicate, and full 
of rituals. Activities pursued in the Wachirayan were reading, debating, and pursuing 
other scholarly practices. Activities in the Wachirayan were the clearest demonstration 
of spending leisure time in a useful way.
But what happened in the Wachirayan did not correspond with Siamese society 
at the turn of the twentieth century. It was a confined world cut off from the actual 
dynamics of Siam in the first quarter of the century where clubs outside the court circle 
were everywhere. As a preliminary survey, the second part of chapter 7 will move on to 
focus on clubs outside the court circle after the 1932 overthrow of absolute monarchy.I 
will portray the scenes in the provincial clubs during the 1940s to show that drinking, 
tennis, badminton, football, chess, card games, snooker, among other things, were 
common features of these clubs. Officials and local people joined these clubs, a 
characteristic that was absent from the Wachirayanduring the absolute monarchy era.
This study neither aims to define what leisure really is, nor to write the definitive 
history of leisure in Siam/Thailand. I am in no position, nor do I possess the ability to 
do so. Instead, I have sought to employ leisure activities as another lens to tell stories, 
stories which interest me and I hope, in turn, that they will be of interest to the readers. 
To tell good stories is the highest ambition that a work of history can aspire to. This 
study scratches the surface of a vast social phenomenon, yet one that is enormously 
overlooked. I hope it helps to create the interest for further studies in many other 
directions.
As Siam moved towards the middle of the twentieth century, wela wang became 
a cultural construct that no one could escape from. Ironically, wela (time) wang (free) 
has nothing to do with “freedom”. As Adorno puts it, “free time depends on the totality 
of social conditions, which continues to hold people under its spell. Neither in their 
work nor in their consciousness do people dispose of genuine freedom over themselves” 
(Adorno, 1991, p. 187). My humble hope is to show how “unfree” we are in this modem 
world of the so-called free time of leisure. The political activities of the Red Shirts 
during April-May 2010, as I have shown in the beginning of this introduction, were
perceived as not spending time purposefully. As a result, sanctions were applied and 
thus the tweet “killing time is more sinful than killing people” was possible as a 
manifestation of how sanctions could be applied to those in the Thai society who
“waste” their time.
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The Technologies of Siamese Leisure Time
"Tempora mutantur et nos mutamur in illis"
[The times are changed and we too are changed in them]
Chapter 2
Mechanical Clocks and Calendrical Reform (1830s-1868):
The Technological Bases for the Emergence of Leisure Time in Siam,
and Buddhist Responses
Introduction
Discussing the emergence of leisure time in Siam, I will begin with the two most 
concrete components that contributed directly to this social phenomenon. This chapter 
will show that the adoption of the twenty-four hour mechanical clock and the Western 
calendar in the course of the nineteenth century made leisure time possible as a 
category in Siamese society. A person could act according to leisure time because time 
was clocked and calendared. This chapter will discuss the historical emergence of the 
technological basis of leisure time from the 1830s onwards. During this period, there 
began the process of “synchronisation” of the Siamese state into the Western “rhythms” 
led by Britain. “Synchronisation” here is meant almost in a literal sense. Geopolitical 
changes, which marked the beginning of British imperialism in Asia from this time, 
brought with it a new temporal order in that the Siamese court, in response, found its 
way to synchronise with. King Mongkut (r. 1851 -1868) and his like-minded 
contemporaries found challenges as much as opportunities in the new temporal order, 
and strategically worked their way towards the Western time.
Two themes will be discussed throughout this chapter. The first theme is a 
history of technology and how it played an important part in the political and economic 
transformations in Siam in relation to expanding international trade. This first part of 
the chapter will focus on the nodal point during King Mongkut’s reign, where 
traditional time measurement in Siam encountered the Western rhythm of mechanical 
clock time. The second theme juxtaposes the first. It brings in an immediate question 
that arises after the encounter between the Siamese and the Western temporal orders: to 
what extent did the Siamese time reckoning system change? This second part of the
chapter will attempt to answer that question. I will do so by portraying the historical 
transition in consciousness or mental structures of members of the Siamese royal court 
in the historical conjuncture in which the pre-existing time systems encountered the 
Western temporal order commanded from Greenwich, London.
A Gift from  Queen Victoria to the King o f Siam
On 18 April 1855, Siam signed the Bowring Treaty with Britain. The result of 
this treaty was that the Siamese royal court gave the British privileges of 
extraterritoriality and the treaty successfully brought the Chinese, who had previously 
held the trading dominance in Siam, to equal footing with the British. The Bowring 
treaty was the manifestation of the Siamese elite’s aim to make Siam part of the global 
capitalism dominated by the West. In the following decade, Siam signed similar treaties 
with other important Western trading nations and Japan. This treaty, accordingly, 
ushered in a new era of Siam in relation to the world.
But if we look more closely at the actual negotiation, little, or nothing, has been 
mentionedabout what happened during the days of negotiation between Sir John 
Bowring, the British envoy, and the Siamese delegates. After seven days of negotiations 
between the two parties, the historic Bowring treaty was signed. Accordingly, the first 
symbolic act that Bowring did to mark the agreement was that he brought a gift directly 
from Queen Victoria to the King of Siam. That gift was a set of mechanical clocks 
(Mongkut, 1978, pp.1-2; Thipakorawong, 1978, p. 133).
Mechanical clocks were luxury goods at the time. Having received a set as a gift 
from Britain meant something very important to the Siamese elite. At face value, it was 
a privilege that Siam received a mechanical clock from the best watch manufacturer in 
the world during the time. London was the centre of the world’s best clockmakers from 
the late eighteenth to the early nineteenth century (Landes, 1983, pp.230-236).
But if we read this gesture closely, a mechanical clock was a message from 
Britain that the Western world was in a different “rhythm” from that of Siam. And King 
Mongkut knew that Siam had to synchronise in order to become a part of that world. 
This is the beginning of our investigation for this chapter.
The Siamese Six Hour Clock and the Traditional Calendar
Measuring time has been a central part of most civilisations, and through a 
historical investigation we can see the different technologies invented for this job. 
Sundials, water clocks, fire clocks, sand clocks, incense clocks, candle clocks, and so 
forth were adopted in various societies to measure the time of the day, establishing the 
temporal order necessary for these respective civilisations to operate.
Time reckoning in different areas in Siam varied greatly,1 but relevant to our 
discussion here is the time reckoning method used in the Siamese royal court. The main 
method used to measure time in the court was the water clock called the floating 
coconut shell {kala loy -  nssnaoti) method (Damrong Rajanubhab and
Naritsaranuwattiwong, 1962, pp.4-5). In this method of reckoning time, a pierced half 
coconut shell was put in the water-filled container. The interior of the coconut shell 
used was marked with nine levels. As the shell sank, the water level inside the shell 
indicated the time that had elapsed. When the shell completely sank to the bottom of the 
container, it was taken as meaning that one unit of time had passed, called a nalika 
(inwm), and the shell would be emptied and put back on the water once again. This
process was to be continuously repeated.2
Timekeepers were in charge of observing the coconut shell and announcing the 
passage of time in the drum tower (hor klorng -  normen) in the Siamese court. The royal
court’s drum tower was established from the Ayutthaya period (Phasit, 1996, p.68), 
functioning as a multi-purpose tower. A drum tower consisted of three levels, with a 
drum serving a different purpose placed on each level. The ground level drum was 
called yam phra surisri (dimsglüfß) and was used for telling the time of day. This ground
level also included a gong. The second level drum, akkhiphinat (ofinmn«), was used for 
fire warnings. The top level drum, phikhat phairi (wnnlnl), would be beaten if an enemy 
invaded the kingdom (Phasit, 1996, pp.68-69).
!The folk epic Khun Chang Khun Phaen contains evidence of the usage of sundials. The birth of
one of the male protagonists in this epic was reported using a sundial (Phasit, 1996, p.71). The Northern
Kingdom of Lanna also had different time reckoning system from ones adopted in Bangkok (Sanan,
2006). The Southern Muslim calendars also bore different calculations and reference (Proudfoot, 2006).
There were also various time systems adopted in other areas in Siam. For example, in the monastery,
morning comes when the morning light is enough for you to see lines on your palm. Or the period of time
when one starts to chew betel nut until the taste is gone (chua khiaw makjuet- ‘tnmtnwinnflA) cannot be
measured by the mechanical clock.
2The word nalika comes from a Pali word nalike (variously spelt as nalikre) meaning “coconut” 
(Phasit, 1996, p.69). The word is in usein present-day Thailand for clocks or watches, and as an indication 
of an hour. For example, one o’clock is nueng nalika; two o’clock is song nalika; and so on.
The job of telling the time was essential for the Siamese rulers, so timekeepers 
held bureaucratic titles: Phanthiwathit (mm-meitlj, taking care of the daytime beating of
the drum, and Phanphinitjanthra (wjmmuYm), taking care of the night time watch. The
Phanthiwathit would hit the gong to tell the time during the day, and the 
Phanphinitjanthara would beat the drum to tell the time during the night. This led to the 
onomatopoeic sounds mongfim), from the beating of a gong, and thum pin), from the
beating of a drum to denote the hours of the day. A day consisted of twelve mong and 
twelve thum, which was quite similar to the division of time in Western mechanical 
clocks (Phasit, 1996, p.70).
But there was a different between the Siamese and the Western mechanical 
clock. The Siamese time reckoning method was called the six hour clock, which was 
slightly different from the twenty-four hour one. A notable difference between the two 
types of clock was the division within each mong/thum in the traditional system. Each 
mong/thum consisted of 10 baht3 (1 baht was about 6 minutes), and 3 mong/thum would 
make 1 yam (RG, 1874, no. 16, p. 156).
3It is unclear what the origin of the word baht is. One commentator suggests that the word baht 
comes from a noun which means “to be cut” (im). This cut is the mark in the inside of the half coconut 
shell used in a water clock (Phasit, 1996, p.69).
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The Suriyayat Calendar
The calendrical system adopted in the Siamese court relied on the ancient Indian 
Suriyayat (qlwnni) system, or the Surya Siddhanta in its Indian origin. The Surya
Siddhanta was one of the earliest Hindu astronomical treatises, which, while of 
unknown origin, is suggested to have been written around 1000 C.E. (Dershowitz and 
Reingold, 2010, p.2).4
It is not within the scope of this study to investigate how knowledge of the Surya 
Siddhanta arrived and spread in mainland Southeast Asia. But it is relevant to our
4The Surya Siddhanta was translated to English in 1860 by Ebenezer Burgess, an American 
missionary. A year later Bapudeva Sastri, a Sanskrit scholar, also translated the text, and added a 
postscript that the treatise was a dialogue between a man and a demon called Maya which took place 
more than two million years ago. But it was unknown who put the dialogue into Sanskrit verses (Sastri, 
1861, pp.96-97).
discussion that by the late seventeenth century the Surya Siddhantci was in use as the 
basis of the Siamese court calendrical system. This was shown in the 1690s, when 
Simon de La Loubere, a French diplomat in Siam, brought a text on the Siamese method 
of calendrical calculation back to France to investigate. There, French scholars 
discovered later that this method was of an Indian system, not particularly Siamese 
(Eade, 1995, preface). This shows that it is very likely that the Siamese court adopted 
the Surya Siddhanta calendrical calculation in the Ayutthaya period, calling it 
Suriyayat.
Based on the Suriyayat system, Siam adopted a lunisolar calendar which relates 
directly to the agricultural cycle of the year and the Buddhist festivals and holy days, 
which involved rituals and Buddhist ceremonies. The lunisolar calendar was also an 
indispensable basis of Thai astrological calculation. The twelve lunar months of the year 
variously contain thirty or twenty-nine days. Each lunar month was divided into waxing 
and waning phases of the moon, and a day was reckoned as whether it fell within the 
waxing or waning period. The lunar calendrical reckoning of the day has been, and 
continues to be, in use in Thailand up to the present day.
The Beginning o f Transition from the 1830s
By the 1830s, the traditional clock and calendar systems had both begun to 
change. This period saw the the encounter between the Western and the Siamese 
systems of knowledge, which brought with it the form of time reckoning that was to 
become the basis for the new notion of leisure time in the later nineteenth century, as 
the anecdote on the Bowring Treaty above suggested. The mechanical clock and 
Western calendar would become norms for the separation of work time and leisure time 
that would be visible in the Siamese society in the forthcoming years.
But this co-eval of the two time systems was not of an equal nature. The 
mechanical clock time and the Western calendar were adopted to serve only certain 
functions, while the traditional time reckoning methods were retained to perform in 
other functions, or sometimes the combination of both was needed, such as in the state 
administrations or in the relationship between rituals and the secular domains that 
played out in the lives of the Siamese. The transition of Siam towards the modern world 
was not a unilinear, one-way path. Nor was it smooth or free of conflicts. I will consider 
the impact of the arrival of the new temporal order in Siam from the 1830s in further 
detail later in this chapter. However to appreciate this transformation it is first necessary
to consider the frames of reference within which Siamese-Western interactions have 
been analysed.
Impact of the Twenty-Four Hour Mechanical Clock on the Siamese Court’s 
Attitudes towards Time
The West and Non-West in Thai studies
In analysing the interaction between Siamese and Western influences in the 
nineteenth century, Thai studies scholars have divided Siamese social institutions into 
two domains: the material and the spiritual. This approach of dividing the social 
experiences into two realms is based on the postcolonial take, particularly in Partha 
Chatterjee’s (1993) use for the discussion on the concept of nationalism in colonial 
India. An example of Chatterjee’s critique of Benedict Anderson perhaps shows the 
reason why the non-Western scholars follow this postcolonial line of critiques. In 
Chatterjee’s article “Whose Imagined Communities?”, he criticised Benedict 
Anderson’s seminal book Imagined Communities (2006 [1983]) saying that instead of 
opening up possibilities for the different kinds of “national imagination”, Anderson’s 
book has offered limited forms of imagination of nation and made countries “in the 
postcolonial world perpetual consumers of modernity” (Chatterjee, 1993, p.5). He 
objected to Anderson especially on the point of anticolonial nationalism that emerged in 
early twentieth century India, by stressing the thoughts of Indian nationalists vis-ä-vis 
Western imperialism. Chatterjee points out that the emergence of anticolonial 
nationalism that Anderson discussed in Imagined Communities presented only certain 
“modular” forms of nationalism, and, while very valuable, this view is problematic:
Only on the difference with the standard modular forms—offered from the West—could 
the nationalist imagination in Asia and Africa be imagined. The West is placed as the 
ultimate reference point. When Europe and America are the sources of the nationalist 
imagination, “what do [the rest of the world] have left to imagine?”, Chatterjee asks 
(Chatterjee, 1993, p.5). To offer an alternative to Anderson, he thus goes on to argue 
that anticolonial nationalism had already emerged in colonial Indian society before its 
direct conflict with the imperialist power had begun. This took place by dividing the 
world into the material and the spiritual (Chatterjee, 1993, p.5). He also applies this 
material vs. spiritual separation into his discussion about women in contemporary India, 
where he contends that the everyday experience can be separated into ghar and bähir,
that is, the home and the world. The latter was for the material interests, while the 
former is the spiritual (Chatterjee, 1993, pp. 120-121).
Chatterjee’s influence can be found in the study of Thailand. Davisakd 
Puaksom, in his study The Readjustment o f Knowledge, Truth, and Power o f the Elites 
in Siam, 1782-1868 (Davisakd, 1997, ch.5; Davisakd, 1998),5 has adopted a similar 
approach. He argued that when Siamese elites during King Mongkuf s (r. 1851-1868) 
time were confronted with Western scientific knowledge and Christianity, they drew a 
line between secular and spiritual forms of knowledge. Davisakd points out that the 
Siamese elite, notably King Mongkut, grasped modem scientific knowledge that the 
Western missionaries brought with them, while at the same time rejecting and opposing 
the missionaries’ attempts to convert the Siamese to Christianity. He contends that the 
Siamese elite saw that modern science was a secular form while Christianity was 
perceived as a spiritual form of knowledge. This spiritual form, in the minds of the 
Siamese elite, already had Buddhism in the supreme position. This strategic mode of 
binary thinking enabled the Siamese elite to continue to hold onto Buddhism, which 
they believed already reflected Absolute Truth (Pali: paramatthasacca), while at the 
same time appropriating modem science for their advantage amidst the changing 
geopolitics at the time.
Although I agree with the postcolonial line of critique, as I will show below, the 
problem with Davisakd’s argument, in my view, is that it partly makes the spiritual 
domain in a colonised entity, or the semicolony Siam for that matter, appear too static, 
as if the spiritual domain survived Western imperialism intact. In contrast, I would 
argue that in Siam the spiritual domain was very dynamic, and it was this spiritual 
domain—as well as the material domain of knowledge—that went through processes of 
change at the nodal point when it encountered Western influences, and emerged in this 
process in a form that could synchronise with the scientific worldview over which the 
West held supreme power, the process which I call the synchronisation of the Siamese 
state. I say this not to mean that the imperialists triumphed over the whole social life of 
Siam, nor do I think that imperialism was a totalising project of domination from which 
nothing could escape. Rather, I want to add a sense of agency to the non-West country 
and to point out how they strategically applied, in Chatterjee’s words, an “ideological
5The 1997 study is his MA thesis. However, Davisakd does not include Partha Chatterjee (1993) 
in the bibliography. Not until in his 1998 article that Chtterjee’s work is included in the bibliography.
principle of selection” (Chatterjee, 1993, p. 121) when it came to dealing with the 
Western influence.6 v
Bringing a Sense o f “Accuracy” to Siamese Time
Although separating the material and spiritual domains bears some limitations, 
nonetheless, I still see the validity of this approach. In this section I will draw on this 
discussion of separating my analysis into two parts—material (trade) and spiritual 
(Buddhism)—in order to elaborate the selectivity of the uptake of the Western temporal 
order in Siam during the reign of King Mongkut. It will focus on the notion of accuracy 
that the Western mechanical clock brought to Siam. The mechanical clock, as a 
technological agent of modern, scientific ways of thinking from the West, did indeed 
bring about the sense of “accuracy” and “precision”. It, in a sense, reminds us of E. P. 
Thompson’s account on the long and uneven process of how English society went 
through a transition from the “pre-industrial” into industrial capitalism from the 
fourteenth to nineteenth centuries with the rise of work time discipline (Thompson, 
1967). But the case of Siam, as we shall see, was different.
Indeed, it was true that twenty-four hour clock time was a practical necessity for 
expanding international trade at the port of Bangkok. A sense of temporal accuracy was 
needed in the material world (i.e. long distance trade) as it facilitated trading activities 
and was a standard for the many traders to reply upon. But when we consider the 
necessity of the mechanical clock in the material domain in the time of King Mongkut, 
we must include the spiritual world in our analysis as well. The urgency to adjust the 
temporal perception, too, fell upon the Buddhist cosmology in the spiritual worldas 
much as the material. The spiritual domain had to changein order to answer to the 
intellectual requirements of the Western temporal order, which manifested itself in 
mechanical clock time. For King Mongkut, this was seen as the ultimate reason why
6Thongchai is more cautious than Davisakd. Following Clarke (1991), he posits a question to the 
enquiry by Chatterjee by asking “whether this bifurcation [material/spiritual] is in part the product of 
nineteenth-century Western imperial discourse that romanticised Eastern religious and philosophical 
thoughts, especially Hinduism and Buddhism, as superior spiritual wisdom. This is quite possible” 
(Thongchai, 2010, p. 138). Though he saw that the Siamese case was being different from that of the 
Bengali intellectuals considered by Chatterjee, in the study of mentalite he sees the validity of this 
“bifurcation” analysis because it can be traced as the intellectual strategy adopted in Siam/Thailand in 
order to come to terms with the West from the time of King Mongkut.
Queen Victoria chose a mechanical clock, which had been invented several centuries 
previously, as a gift instead of any of the other latest inventions that she could easily 
have chosen from the vast selections in her empire.
The Arrival o f Mechanical Clock Time in Bangkok
Before the 1830s the Siamese court rarely had any problem in using the six hour 
clock time as the basis of its activities. But by the 1830s, there began to be rounds of 
conversations showing the encounter between Western knowledge and Siamese 
knowledge, including discussion of the time reckoning system. The water clock system 
used in the Siamese court from the Ayutthaya period began to be replaced by the 
Western mechanical clock as the basis of time calculation in the reign of King Mongkut 
(r. 1851-1868) (Damrong Rajanubhab and Naritsaranuwattiwong, 1962, pp.4-5). During 
this period, the king and his contemporaries played an important part in acknowledging 
the new temporal order.
The clear illustration of this change came in 1857, when King Mongkut set up 
the Royal Clock Tower, called Phuwadonthatsanai (niflatfmTu), within the grounds of the
Grand Palace.7 *This tower was essential, as it functioned as the bearer of standard time 
relying on the Greenwich Mean Time, which throughout the nineteenth century 
emerged as the “prime meridian” for other countries in the world to rely upon as the 
basis of time calculation. The time in Siam was six hours forty-two minutes ahead of 
Longitude zero in London. This new standard time was named by King Mongkut 
originally in English as the “Bangkok Mean Time”.9 The Phuwadonthatsanai Tower, 
therefore, was among the first indicators showing the process of Siam’s synchronisation 
to Britian’s prime meridian, the rhythm of the new temporal order.
7The intention toestablish PhuwadonthatsanaiTower should not be misunderstood. The tower 
was not erected in order for the Siamese commoners to reckon the time, as has been mistakenly suggested 
(Virayudh, 2012, p. 146). There was no convincing historical evidence to show that the Siamese 
commoners were familiar with the use of the Western clock, nor did they need to rely on the mechanical 
clock time. Members of the royal family, the nobility, and the Europeans were the only groups of people 
who used the mechanical clock. The first European clockmaker in Bangkok began only in 1855 (The 
Bangkok Recorder, 27 June 1866, p. 106).
Officially, Siam, along with Burma, Uruguay, and Argentina, adopted the Greenwich Mean 
Time in 1920 (Howse, 1980, p. 154).
9King Mongkut’s University of Technology Thonburi, 
www.kingmongkut.com/chapl6/pagel l.html, accessed 15 March 2010
Fig.3
The Phuwadonthatsanai Tower, established in 1857.
On the top right is a four-sided clock telling the twenty-four hour clock tim e.10
The sense of “accuracy” and “precision” that was increasingly felt by King 
Mongkut and his contemporaries was visible towards the end of the 1860s. In 1868, the 
last year of his reign, King Mongkut issued a Royal Act on Clocks, expressing his 
worry that Siam did not have a standard time reckoning system.
[This] Royal Act is directed towards the astrologers and the timekeepers in 
regards to reckoning time, so that they knowhow to adjust clocks according to 
traditions followed by other countries [thetjarit-mfmlei]...Previously, the
ancient people in this country were not able to tell the accurate time. They only 
knew that if it was dark it was the night, and if there was light it was the day, 
which always consisted of 12 thum and 12 mong...They did not know that the 
time in days and nights varies according to the season...Those who used water 
clocks might have noticed that some days are longer than the other...But [due to 
its design] water clocks cannot be adjusted [according to different seasons], 
otherwise it will be seen as an inaccurate clock [ti nalika mai thuk -  mnwmliion].
This is because [the astrologers and timekeepers] did not know how to calculate 
the orbit of the sun. So times are reported inaccurately [khat hhcit koen koen phit 
phitpcii -  inu*i m-\ Id]...This [inaccurate time reporting] appears insane and
10http://th. wikipedia.org/wiki/WivuzYiu^fma'nViTutj.jpg» accessed 26 May 2014.
ridiculous [fanfuean luecinpuean loethoe -  tTu^ Qumouuiavime-mes] to our foreign
guests and foreigners who use personal mechanical clocks. Inaccurate time 
reports will be laughable [huaror yor yoey -  tnii-Kitnsioti] for foreigners, and show
that our [Siamese] time reckoning system is imprecise \yapkhai - Mtnufnti].11 So
King Mongkut calculated the sun’s orbit in different seasons and checked with 
the mechanical clock himself, he then knows what the accurate [thuanthi -  tfm
Ü]12 time is...(Mongkut, 2004 [1868], p.526).
The sense of accuracy was felt by King Mongkut amidst the context of 
transitions of Siamese cosmology from the Buddhist to the Western form of knowledge. 
Reynolds (1976) suggests that by this time, Western knowledge encountered the 
Siamese Buddhist cosmography, the Traiphum (Tn/m), which was deeply entrenched in
Siam for centuries (Reynolds, 1976, pp.203-220). King Mongkut, along with other 
likeminded leading figures, embraced Western knowledge i.e. astronomy, modem 
geography, time and the calendrical reckoning method. Reynolds argues that this 
transformation manifested itself in Jaophraya Thipakorawong’s Nangsue Sadaeng 
Kitjanukit [A Book Explaining Various Things] (1867), an indicator showing Siam’s 
departure from the Traiphum cosmography into the modem world (Reynolds, 1976, 
pp.214-20).14 In Kitjanukit, the first topic of discussion was the comparative time 
reckoning systems between “Thai” (Siamese six hour clock) and “those who used 
mechanical clocks” (phuak thi khao chai nalikaphok- ynnfimt™nwmrm) followed by a
comparison between the European and Siamese calendars. The reason for Jaophraya 
Thipakorawong to write about time reckoning systems might reflect the importance, and 
urgency, for time reconfiguration among the Siamese (Thipakorawong, 1971 [1867], 
pp.2-14).
nThe word yap, or yapkhai, in the present Thai usage mean “rude” or “rough”. In the context 
regarding the time reckoning system during the late 1860s, yapkhai here can mean “careless” ways of 
reckoning time.
12Thuanthi means detailed and delicate. For use with time reckoning, it can mean accuracy.
13Jaophraya Thipakorawong (Kham Bunnag, 1813-1870) was one of the leading Siamese 
intellectuals of the time. He was a son of Jaophraya Phrakhlang (Dit Bunnag, 1788-1855) and the half- 
brother of Phraya Sri Suriyawong (Chuang Bunnag, 1808-1882). They were members of the most 
influential family in Siam from the early nineteenth century until the 1880s marked the end of the power 
of the Bunnags (Wyatt, 2003 [1982], ch.7, 8).
14Nidhi argues that the departure from the Buddhist cosmology that was manifested in Kitjanukit 
might not be as sudden and as Reynolds (1976) has suggested. The reforms by King Mongkut did have a 
cultural basis from the previous reign and contributed to the “successful” reform in his reign. Nidhi offers 
an extensive analysis of another text, Nang Nopphamat (unurmifi), which was composed before Kitjanukit, 
to show that Nang Nopphamat was an earlier indication of the change in Siamese Buddhist cosmography 
(Nidhi, 1984, pp.336-372, especially pp.371-372).
The argument put forth by Reynolds is useful, but what he does not elaborate is 
to what extent the Buddhist cosmography was “trimmed and refined” (Reynolds, 1976, 
p.220) after encountering the West by the middle of the nineteenth century. It is not 
clear that had the Siamese Buddhist cosmography been readjusted, what were those 
adjustments? One of the answers to this question lies in the enquiry into the encounter 
between the Siamese and Western mechanical clock time. By expanding on this point, I 
shall divide the Siamese experience into two domains.
The Material Domain o f Temporal Reform: International Trade
In the material domain, technological and commercial requirements made the 
twenty-four hour clock and the Western calendar increasingly the norm for the sectors 
that were involved with international trade. With the advent of print technology, there 
were attempts to institutionalise time differences between Siam and the countries that it 
traded with.
Apart from the Phuwadonthatsanai Tower that I have mentioned above, King 
Mongkut also had another clock tower built in the grounds of the Chakri Palace on the 
Chao Phrayariverside to be visible for the ships in the river to reckon the standard 
Siamese time and adjust their on-board clocks accordingly.13 The Siamese elite needed 
a more accurate time reckoning system to manage Siam’s expanding foreign trade.
Print technology made it possible for the mechanical clock to be adopted at the 
Bangkok ports. This is evident in the regulations of the port of Bangkok published in 
1862. When a vessel had arrived, the pilot was obliged to report to the Harbour Master’s 
office “at least twenty four hours before the departure of [the] vessel”. And “When a 
British vessel shall have cast anchor at Bangkok, the master, unless a Sunday should 
intervene, will, within four and twenty four hours after arrival, proceed to the British 
Consulate ...” A British official for the Custom house had to be in the office between “9 
A.M. and 3 P.M.” {Bangkok Calendar, 1862, pp.51-55). Moreover, tidal information 
was also important for water transportation. In the images below we see the publication, 
both in English and Thai, of information noting the tide in Western and Siamese time 
systems {Bangkok Calendar, 1862, pp.92-94; The Bangkok Recorder, 7 November 
1866, p.171).
15King Mongkut’s University of Technology Thonburi, 
www.kingmongkut.com/chapl6/pagel l.html, accessed 16 March 2010.
Fig.4
Port Regulations at Bangkok, published in the Bangkok Calendar, i c>/:o ~ c 1
The Bangkok Recorder (published in Thai) and Bangkok Calendar (published in 
English) were among the major publications for the purpose of time institutionalisation 
between Siamese and Western systems. The Bangkok Recorder16 was published by an 
American missionary, Dan B. Bradley, bi-weekly from 1865 until the last issue in 1867 
From November 1865, Bradley began to put a comparative time table in each issue to 
show the Siamese readers the standard time system used in England, based, of course, 
on Greenwich Mean Time. The same kind of table was published in every issue until
16 We have to be careful not to confuse The Bangkok Recorder with Bangkok Recorder. Bangkok 
Recorder was owned by the American Board of Commissioner for Foreign Missions and ran from 1844- 
1845, but The Bangkok Recorder was published two decades later, from 1865 to 1867, and had Dan B. 
Bradley as the owner and editor (Davisakd, 1997, pp.129-134).
the magazine ceased publication in 1867 (The Bangkok Recorder, November 18th, 1865, 
P-171).
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Fig-5
A comparative time table in TheBangkok Recorder, 1865, p. 171.
Another table, published in 1866 (see Fig.6), shows the tidal information in 
Bangkok for the purpose of transportation, for which twenty-four hour time was the 
main method. On the top of the table, it says in Thai that “In English tradition, [the 
British] reckon the day from the following day’s midnight to midday calling it 
‘morning’, and from midday to midnight calling it ‘afternoon’. These two periods add 
up to one day, which equals twenty-four hours” (The Bangkok Recorder, November, 7th, 
1866, p.227).
56
m ü i
) « Ä
W s S^BTTM C TA
EÄärfl!1^iÖ:iv5iv;,u-;ia ! m .».'-' v - a ->  ^ ■ ; . . . ~ . ; ~ . o*v:£'HYHE-.........V W w  . : ■ ■ "  ■ ; ...... '
| Y k | ; M |
___________________ > - - •  H ‘ : - •:•■■• :■■/"-
■ : -
m  .
c c t
m i ,  „ ; « . .
v • .  ^
'  ' ; ■' ;-, ■ :£ * ä
Fig.6
Tidal information in Siamese and Western time, The Bangkok Recorder, 1866, p.227.
Bangkok Calendar, published in English once a year between 1859 and 1873, illustrated 
similar points. The earliest issue that I have located is the 1862 issue. The whole 1862 
issue of Bangkok Calendarwas devoted to everything that Western missions, officials 
and merchants should know about Siam. It begins with the Western calendar illustrating 
moon phases and compares Chinese and Siamese time with Western time in hours and 
minutes (.Bangkok Calendar, 1862, pp.4-27). Then it follows with an account of the 
“Siamese mode of dividing time”, showing the British and English readers the Siamese 
methods of reckoning time, from clock to calendar, in comparison to that of the Western 
method (.Bangkok Calendar, 1862, pp.28-30).The pages following these opening 
sections on comparative methods of time calculation are table of currency exchange, 
Siamese measurements, a list of previous kings and the relatives of the present king,
foreign missions and consuls in Siam, names of Chinese and European merchants and 
agents, names of European and American residents in Siam, and so on (Bangkok 
Calendar, 1862, pp.31-115).If Kitjanukit was for the Siamese to know things Western, 
then the Bangkok Calendar was for Westerners to know things Siamese.
Fig.7
Bangkok Calendar, 1862, cover page.
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Fig.8
A Calendar comparing Siamese, Chinese and Western calendar in Bangkok Calendar, 1862, p. 13.
Bangkok Calendar, therefore, was a product of print technology that reflected the 
encounter between Siamese and Western systems of time measurement from the 
Western perspective.
By the 1860s, twenty-four hour clocks increasingly became the basis of the time 
reckoning system in Siam’s international trade. It seems that personal clocks also began 
to be more widely in use by the Siamese elite, including members of the royal family 
and the nobility, during this period as well. In 1857, two years after the Bowring Treaty 
was signed, King Mongkut assigned a group of Siamese ambassadors to pay an 
audience to Queen Victoria in London. During their time there, King Mongkut wrote 
frequent letters to one of his close associates, Jaomuen Sanphetphakdi.1' In one of the 
king’s letters, he wrote that Jaomuen Sanphetphakdi should ask the English to help 
teach how to repair mechanical clocks. “It is important [for Siamese] to know clock 
making skills”, King Mongkut wrote, “because we have to use [mechanical clocks] all
17Who later on was promoted to Jaophraya Mahinthasakdamrong, the owner of the Prince 
Theatre, Siam’s first commercial theatre. Chapter 4 will discuss his life and work in detail.
the time [from now on]” (Mongkut, 1978, pp.36-37). As early as 1866, a European 
clockmaker started a business on Charoen Krung Road close to the docks area of 
Bangkok {The Bangkok Recorder, 27 June 1866, p. 106).
Fig.9
Charoen Krung Road, around the turn of the twentieth century 
(Wright and Breakspear, 1994 [1908], p.239).
TheSpiritual Domain o f Time Reckoning System Reform, with Special Reference 
to Astrology
For the Siamese elite, the geopolitical shifts by the 1830s-1860s brought London 
to the center of the world economy and replaced Chinese and Indian influence in the 
Siamese court. This shift laid out the conditions for the transition in Siam’s time 
reckoning system. But we cannot clearly grasp the process of transition without 
considering the spiritual, Buddhist aspect when the Siamese Buddhist tradition 
encountered modern science.
Without the fundamental transition in the spiritual domain, I argue, the 
synchronisation of the Siamese state to the new world order would not have been 
completed. When we see that material knowledge was welcomed by the Siamese elite, 
as I have mentioned in the previous section on the material domain, we only consider 
the phenomenon on the grounds that the readjustment of time was to facilitate the 
material aspects of the society such as international trade and technological pursuits. As 
a result, we might overlook how the twenty-four hour clock also entered into the sphere 
where Buddhism in Siam was operating. The sense of accuracy and precision arrived at 
this sphere, which was astrology (horasat -  Tvmfmreu).
Astrology
A thesis by Nerida Cook (1989) traces the long tradition of Thai astrology in the 
royal court by pointing out that it was most likely introduced into Siam via the 
Brahmanic tradition of the royal courts of the Khmer empire. She traces plentiful 
evidence of astrological thinking in Thai literature dating back to the fourteenth century 
such as Traiphum Phra Ruang (Three Worlds of King Ruang), to say that this work, 
“indicates the degree to which so early on astrological knowledge and its related 
astronomical conceptions could inform Thai knowledge as part of an explicitly 
Buddhist-derived understanding of the physical and moral workings of the world” 
(Cook, 1989, p.42). Thus, astrology and Buddhism have always been closely related in 
Siamese/Thai society. Moreover, Cook illustrates the astrological influences on many 
other canonical literary works such as Tamra Phichai Songkhram (Manual on Warfare - 
flhiimtjeNm'm), Sawasdiraksa (Mpmfrmi), Phra Aphaimani (rn^ anouaj), Khun Chang Khun
Phaen (mi-fnmmwu), and the Ramakian (nmntn^epic, among others (Cook, 1989, pp.41-
49). Astrological thinking was definitely part and parcel of the “moral workings of the 
world” during the time of King Mongkut.
Drawing on Buddhism as the intellectual strategy of King Mongkut when 
Siamese forms of knowledge encounter the West, this situation begs the question related 
to my line of enquiry: to what extent does astrology relate to Buddhism? What were the 
connections between the two major components in Siam’s spiritual domain? Here,
18Although she went a little too far to say that, with the belief that Thai astrology came from 
various sources including Indian Brahmanical teaching, Burmese mons, and also local sources, Thai 
astrology was an original creation of the diverse tradition, and therefore in a sense “uniquely” Thai 
(Cook, 1989, p.41). This process of cultural interaction between Siam and its neighbour takes place all the 
time, and it seems to create confusion rather than clarity to call Thai astrology “unique”.
Kirsch (1977) has provided a useful answer, pointing out that Thai religion consists of 
Buddhism, Brahmanical elements, and non-Buddhist spiritual beliefs. These three 
important aspects coexisted within a certain pattern in which Buddhism was placed at 
the pinnacle. In this sense, these three elements are very closely interrelated.
Reinforcing this point, Cook argues that the Siamese monkhood itself was the 
institution for the training of Brahman specialists “making Brahmanism not only 
ideologically, but also structurally dependent on the dominant Buddhist religion and its 
institutions” (Cook, 1989, p.72). This indicated that astrology was an integral part of 
Buddhism, and it was at the center of Siam’s knowledge readjustment when it was 
confronted with the Western scientific influence during the time of King Mongkut.
King Mongkut and the Accuracy of Astrological Calculations
While present-day Thai royalist/nationalist historiography recognises King 
Mongkut, as the “Father of Thai Science” (for example, Maenmas, 1968), this 
conservative discourse usually neglects the fact that that he is also the “Father of Thai 
Astrology” (Phlu Luang, 1968, p.43; Singhto 1979, p.6 cited in Cook, 1993, p.277) at 
the same time. Relevant to our discussion about the spiritual domain of the Siamese, I 
want to point out how the two faces of King Mongkut—both a scientist and an 
astrologer—help us understand his position in the context of the mid-nineteenth century 
Siamese engagement with the West.
King Mongkut’s interest in astrology began long before he ascended the throne. 
After the powerful Bunnag family supported his half-brother PrinceJetsadabodin to 
ascend the throne as King Rama III in 1824, Mogkut began his period in the Buddhist 
Sangha for twenty-seven years, from the age of twenty to forty-seven. It is clear that he 
reached his intellectual maturity while wearing the yellow robes. In the monkhood, he 
was an avid learner of Buddhism, the Pali and Sanskrit languages, and not less of 
astrology, Western astronomy and science (Damrong Rajanubhab, 1962, p.65),1} Latin 
and English (Wyatt, 2003 [1982], p. 161). In 1850, a year before he ascended the throne, 
he finished a work on calculations of eclipses in Siam (Cook, 1993, p.278).
19Prince Damrong Rajanubhab also mentions two other subjects that King Mongkut, his father, 
studied in the monkhood. One was history, which he might have meant only “the knowledge of the past”, 
not the modern meaning of “investigating the past” as the professional field of history is known today. 
Another subject is kan-mueang (msulo-i), which in today’s translation is “politics”. But in King Mongkut’s 
time it meant he was studying the relationship between kingdoms, or in today’s terminology: diplomatic 
protocol.
It is well known that King Mongkut was keen to learn Western knowledge, and 
it was possible that this quality partly bolstered him into the throne, with the support 
from the influential Bunnag family (Wyatt, 2003 [1982], pp. 164-165). While he was 
very keen on things Western, he nonetheless resisted the British and American 
missionaries’ attempts at religious conversion. There are many sources of evidence that 
illustrate the arguments that took place between the Siamese elite and a Western 
missionary, Dr.Bradley, in The Bangkok Recorder, and also in the book Kitchanukit 
(Davisakd, 1998).
But in my view, the so called “resistance” of King Mongkut towards the 
Western missionaries should not be seen in the light of total binary. It seems that the 
epistemological problem regarding this scholarly analysis on knowledge encounter 
tends to paint too much contrast between the “scientific West” and the “traditional (i.e. 
non-scientific) Siam”, highlighting the incongruity between these two supposed 
polarities. I disagree with this point, as Cook also disagrees by suggesting that,
[King Mongkut’s] pursuit of Western astronomical knowledge, however, would 
have had rather more diffuse attraction, and [his] adoption of selected aspects of 
astronomy at the'time showed a pragmatic synthesis of, rather than the 
competition between, Eastern and Western systems of thought and the 
combination of both astrology and astronomy (Cook, 1993, p.281).
Cook is right here, although only partly. The “combination” and the “synthesis” 
of “Eastern and Western systems of thought”, in Cook’s words, do not mean that in this 
process Siamese astrology would remain unchanged. The sense of temporal accuracy 
that underpinned the Western system of time reckoning ultimately entered the spiritual 
domain in Siam, and King Mongkut played an important part in this fundamental 
change.
This spiritual domain of astrology was particularly at the heart of King 
Mongkut’s critique towards the old institutions around him at the time. As the above 
Royal Act on Clocks (1868) shows, the king wanted to communicate directly “towards 
the astrologers and the timekeepers in regards to reckoning time”, and this included the 
Buddhist Sangha. He saw that the Sangha and the court, including the supreme- 
patriarch and previous kings, lacked accuracy in calculating natural events such as lunar 
and solar eclipses (Patamakorn, 1996, p.54).
The establishment of the Buddhist Thammayut order by King Mongkut in 1833 
thus was a fundamental reform, and one of the king’s priorities was the quest for 
accuracy and precision of Buddhist calendrical calculations. King Mongkut did not in 
any way campaign against astrology, but rather, on the contrary, for a more accurate 
version of Siamese astrology.20 King Mongkut’s diligent use of astrology can be seen 
on many occasions. For instance, before ascending the throne, he examined the 
horoscope of his brother, Phra Pinklao, and decided that the throne should be shared 
between him and Phra Pinklao because the latter’s horoscope was good as a king. 
Accordingly, Phra Pinklao was titled as the Second King (Damrong Rajanubhab, 1962, 
p.74).The king also invented his own method of astrological calculation called the 
triphop (mar)),2'which did not rely on the old astrological tradition (Patamakom, 1996,
P-54).
Above all, he established the pakkhanana lunar calendar, for the Thammayut 
order to observe special Buddhist events accurately. This pakkhanana lunar calendar 
was the benchmark of Siam’s temporal reform within its spiritual domain of Buddhism 
and astrology.
20 Although we can interpret this situation as the Bunnag’s move to balance the power of King 
Mongkut (Hong, 1984 in Cook, 1993, p.282) the evidence of the horoscope is a good example of how 
astrology and political manoeuvring could work hand in hand in Siam/Thailand.
Moreover, King Mongkut, in Tambiah’s word, “lustily” took part in court rituals in which 
astrology played a central role. In 1852, the second year of his reign, he installed the new Pillar of the 
City (sao lak mueang- because his own horoscope was in the variance of the old pillar
(Tambiah, 1976, p.227).
21This Triphop manual is known today as Tamm Set Phra Jormklao (ermiffumsiiouinai) and is still 
used in present-day Thailand.
22http://th.wikipedia.org/wiki/'hlti'n^fmnlnnjnQjvn.jpg, accessed 21 Mar 2014.
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In 1868, the last year of his reign, King Mongkut finished the Phra 
Baromrachathibai Athikkamat Athikkawan Lae Pakkhanana Withi [Royal Explanation 
on the Calculation of Leap Months,Intercalation, and the Pakkhanana], which was an 
explanation on calendrical calculation based on hours, minutes, and seconds of the 
mechanical clock method, and directed at correcting inaccuracies of the systems 
previously adopted in the Buddhist Sangha and among court astrologers. (See Fig. 11 
and Fig. 12)
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Fig. 11
Royal Explanation on the Calculation of Leap Months, 
Intercalation and the Pakkhanana (1968 [1868]), cover page.
23 When King Mongkut arrived back in Bangkok after he went to witness the complete solar 
eclipse at Waa Kor in 1868, he inquired of court astrologers about how the eclipse looked from Bangkok. 
No one could answer him. As a result, he punished the astrologers to do some mild labour. He asked 
another court astrologer, Phra Hora (Chum), about the degree of the umbra on the sun. Phra Hora replied 
that the umbra was about four to five inches, which was not the correct unit for Western astronomical 
calculation. The king asked with irritation “who can go up there [to the sun] and measure [in inches]?” 
and punished Phra Hora (Sor. Phlainoi, 1999, p.30).
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Fig. 12
Royal Explanation on the Calculation of Leap Months, 
Intercalation and the Pakkhanana (1968 [1868]), p.20.
The Royal Explanation was the first time that the mechanical clock became the 
basis for the calculation of time in the Siamese Buddhist monkhood. This, I argue, was 
a fundamental cultural change. It was the conjuncture when the new temporal order 
from the West entered into the rhythm of Siamese Buddhism.
Prince-Patriarch Vajiranana Varorasa, King Mongkut’s son, carried on the 
knowledge of calendrical calculation initiated by his father. Pie studied the pakkhanana 
method of calendrical calculation and showed clearly the need for accuracy during the 
time of his father. He points out that King Mongkut might have begun this project in 
1836 in the monkhood. “By then [in 1836]”, Prince-Patriarch Vajiranana Varorasa 
suggests, “thepakkhanana was still too new. The sangha was not familiar with [this new 
calendrical calculation]” (Vajiranana Varorasa, 1968, p.75). The pakkhanana 
calculation was no less essential than the calculation of total eclipse later in his reign, 
which is remembered more widely in most histories of the fourth reign.
According to Prince-Patriarch Vajiranana Varorasa, there were five reasons why 
King Mongkut invented thepakkhanana. All these reasons point to one conclusion: a 
need for more accurate calendrical calculation. Firstly, Prince Vajiranana Varorasa 
noted that the time reckoning method of laymen did not correspond with the principles 
of astronomical calculation. Secondly, the traditional (i.e. the court astrologer) time 
reckoning method, which relied on the ancient Suriyayat system, was not accurate 
enough. Thirdly, by the time of King Mongkut the Suriyayat system became inaccurate 
in calculating planetary movements. Fourthly, the official timekeepers in the past did 
not regularly check the calculation of the calendar, which should be observed annually. 
Lastly, the existing calculations did not correspond with actual Buddhist holy days, 
hence the need for pakkhanana (Vajiranana Varorasa, 1968, p.71-89).
The departure from the traditional Suriyayat system during the reign of King 
Mongkut demonstrates the dynamic character of the spiritual domain of Siam in the 
nineteenth century. It marked the conjuncture where the old modality of Siamese time 
deriving from Indian tradition went through a readjustment process, and emerged in a 
form that responded to the need for a more accurate timekeeping system.
By the mid-century, the twenty-four hour clock and the Western calendar had 
come into common use among the Bangkok elite. Siam had entered a new era and the 
new form of knowledge laid the foundation for yet further major transformations of 
Siamese society. Siam, as a part of the new Western-dominated world order, needed to 
change itself and the new methods of reckoning time would become the norm for the 
separation of work from leisure that would emerge in the following decades.
Conclusion
In this chapter, I have analysed the transformation of the clock and calendar, and 
attitudes towards time among the Siamese elite, when their world view encountered the 
forms of Western knowledge during the reign of King Mongkut. The separation 
between the material and spiritual domains can be a useful basis for understanding the 
process of knowledge encounter between Siam and the West, but I contend that these 
two domains cannot be considered as opposing each other. The spiritual domain, which 
non-Westem scholars have claimed as a superior sphere that could not be impacted by 
the Western encroachment, needs to be seen in a different light.
It would be an exaggeration, however, to conclude that at this juncture Western 
knowledge replaced or fully superseded Siamese knowledge. Rather, the Siamese
court’s appreciation of time and the new, Western-influenced time reckoning system 
coexisted and for certain functions the former was in use, while other functions could 
only have been served by the latter, or sometimes by the combination of both. Seeing 
King Mongkut’s reign as an endto the world of old Siam limits us in explaining the 
continuityof forms of knowledge such as astrology and the lunar calendrical system. 
Though the importance of the new time reckoning system was mentioned regularly in 
documents from King Mongkut’s reign, in fact it was not widely in use en masse until 
the reign of Mongkut’s son and successor, Chulalongkom, in the late nineteenth 
century. Furthermore, the adoption of the new knowledge was rather selective, adopted 
for the purposes of the Siamese elite themselves. In the next chapter I will discuss the 
increasing influence of the new temporal order from the middle of the nineteenth 
century onwards, which provided the conditions for the separation of work time from 
non-work time, which in turn were the basis upon which a modern notion of leisure 
could first emerge in Siam.
Chapter 3
The Categorical Separation of Work and Non-Work Time (1868-1900s)
Introduction
The previous chapter has portrayed the impact of the arrival of the Western 
temporal order in Siam from the time of King Mongkut. Mechanical clocks and the 
Western calendar become technological norms for the separation of work from non­
work time. It was only after the Western imperial geopolitical order and its 
technologically based system of calculating time arrived in Siam that non-work time 
emerged as a sphere of life that possessed the characteristics associated with the modern 
concept of leisure. This chapter builds on the analysis of how the new temporal order 
contributed to the separation of work from non-work by looking at state formation 
during the reign of King Chulalongkom (r. 1868-1910) in regards to the time reckoning 
methods.
This chapter will be divided into two parts. The first part will set the scene by 
illustrating the non-work activities of the Siamese before the 1830s, that is, the period 
immediately before the Western temporal order began to impact on the Siamese elite’s 
perceptions. The second part will proceed to consider the process, during King 
Chulalongkorn’s reign, whereby the work and non-work spheres of Siamese lives 
became increasingly distinct and visible. This process was based on the coexistence of 
the Western and the Buddhist temporal orders. The work time of King Chulalongkom 
began to be based on the mechanical clock time and the Western calendar. The “office 
hours” (wela ngan- nimiii) of the king were announced from the 1870s, and public
announcement of the office hours of various state departments followed. Meanwhile, 
the Buddhist calendrical calculation of the Siamese New Year (,Songkran- mmum) began
to be announced, but in the new units of time, that is, in hours, minutes, and seconds, 
instead of in the traditional units of Buddhist calendar. The temporal order of the 
modern Siamese state, I argue in this chapter, emerged under this dynamic coeval logics 
of Western time and the Buddhist time.
Siamese Non-work before the 1830s
How did the Siamese divide their time before the mechanical clock? It is 
premature to say that there was no concept of work and non-work time before the 
arrival of the West. On the contrary, many scholarly studies point out that the Siamese, 
and Southeast Asians in general, very much enjoyed activities in their “spare time” (for 
example, Reid, 1988, ch.5). But their time sense was organised and arranged under 
different political, economic, and cultural conditions. Anthony Reid has observed of 
Southeast Asians from the fifteenth to the eighteenth centuries that
[bjecause their climate was mild and their basic diet of rice, fish, and fruits more 
dependably available than in most parts of the world, Southeast Asians had 
natural advantages in escaping from the constant struggle for subsistence. They 
may have had more time to devote to what would today be classified as leisure 
than most other peoples of that era... It may be , however, that the concept of 
leisure as free time, opposed to the daily requirement of labour, is a modern 
product of industrial society (Reid, 1988, p. 173).
The norm for the separation of the work and spare time for the Siamese was based on 
agricultural work or domestic activities. The majority of the Siamese before the middle 
of the nineteenth century were in the agriculture landscape. For the Siamese there were 
at least two conditions that contributed to the work and non-work separation before the 
mechanical clock. The first condition was agricultural seasons, which corresponded to 
the Buddhist calendar. The second condition was determined by the Siamese court’s 
organisation of manpower, or the phrcii System.
Non-Work in Agrarian Siam
In agrarian Siam, the line between the work time and the non-work time was not 
so clear before the middle of the nineteenth century. Siam can be seen in comparison 
with other societies in the transitional period into the industrial society. In his important 
article on the English peasant societies from the seventeenth to the eighteenth century,
E. P. Thompson traces the ways in which the clock determined labour discipline of the 
working class from the “pre-industrial” to industrial capitalism. He illustrates the 
anthropological studies of primitive people to show different ways in which time was
measured in various societies and their disregard of the mechanical clock time.1 2He calls 
the pre-capitalist notion of time “task-orientation”, which bore close relationships to 
“natural” rhythms. The work and non-work time were divided not depending on the 
clock but on the task at hand. The change came when the labour began to be employed. 
When labour was employed, the time of the worker became money, the employer’s 
money. “As soon as actual hands are employed the shift from task-orientation to timed 
labour [was] marked”, suggested Thompson (Thompson, 1967, pp.60-61).
In Tokugawa Japan, festival times (hare) were the demarcation of time for 
leisure as opposed to ke, which was a working day, normal time. The annual festivals 
in spring and autumn fell into the category of hare. The Japanese hare were not 
occasions for individual pleasure but for the community to celebrate and offer prayers 
of appreciation for the rich harvest. The situation changed when people migrated into 
cities to do industrial and administrative work (Linhart, 1988, p.285).
For agrarian Siam, the work/non-work spheres were not yet clear. The 
participation in the Buddhist festivals, rituals, and feasts bore the same level of 
significance as the work itself. This was reflected in the word used for Buddhist 
festivals and rituals ngan, which means “work”.3 The Siamese activities were based on 
the Buddhist lunar calendar throughout the year, called religious ceremony (ngan bun- 
o-mijoj). Nai Mi (1815-1870?),4 one of the most active poets during the reign of King
Rama III (r. 1824-1851), composed a nirat poem3 called Nirat Duean (fmmliou),
portraying the annual cycle of religious ceremonies and non-work activities. The poem 
began in the fifth lunar month, which was the Siamese New Year (Songkran).
Thompson cites various anthropological studies such as Evans-Pritchard’s classic study on the 
Nuer (1940), who used a cattle clock; the Nandi people of East Africa counted time including half hours 
of the day; in Madagascar time was measured by “a rice-cooking” which was about half an hour or “the 
frying of a locust”; the seventeenth century measured time in “credos” as a time unit; in Burma, a monk 
rose at daybreak when there was enough light to see veins in his hand, and so forth. Thompson has also 
cited Pierre Bourdieu’s study on the attitude towards time of the Kabyle peasant in Algeria, that a 
negative view towards the clock and saw it as “the devil’s mill”.
2In Japanese, the word leisure can be translated as hima,yoka, and reja. The first two words are 
Japanese in origin, meaning “free time”, while reja was only introduced in the 1960s connoting a sense of 
luxury, which makes the meaning of the word closer to its English origin (Linhart, 1988, p.273) This 
shows that the translation of the word leisure into Japanese is more complex than into Thai, in which the 
sense of luxury is not clear in the word wela wang.
3This is similar to a Malay word kerja which means “work” used for festivals (Reid, 1988, 
p. 173). Also, for the discussion about rhyme-making in rural Siam, see Bidyalankarana, 1975.
4http://kanchanapisek.or.th/oncc-cgi/text.cgi?no= 18862, accessed 17 Sep 2013. 
sMrarpoem is a genre of Thai classical literature written in verse. It is believed to date back to 
the reign of King Narai (1656-1688). Nirat is characterised by the themes of journeying, separation, and 
love-longing (Encyclopaedia Britannica 2013, http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/589615/Thai- 
literature#ref846963, accessed 22 March 2014).
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The fifth month is in the hot season/ people are very happy/ they meet others 
during the New Year time/both the rich and the poor prepare food [for the 
monks]/ and pay respect to the Buddha image in the temple/ they all dress up/ 
and look great both men and women/...some like to gamble in thua6 game and 
lose so much/ those who refuse to pay get into the fight/ pulling hands and cloth 
off of each other/ some take the role of the dealer in a card game/ some have lost 
everything [to the card game] and have only a piece of cloth left/ and cannot do 
anything but moaning and groaning/.. .young men and women enjoy playing 
too/ some couples have sex in covert...(Nai Mi, http://www.reumthai.com/wiki/ 
mimSoii, accessed 17 Sep 2013).
We can see from the activities narrated by Nai Mi that the temple was the place 
for the non-work activities of the people “both the rich and the poor”. The temple was 
the central space for leisure activities of the people, from merit making to gambling to 
having sexual intercourse! The mixture of these activities shows how the temple was the 
central space for the non-work activities in Siamese lives, based on the Buddhist 
calendar.
The sixth lunar month was the time for the Ploughing Ceremony (raek na ~uin 
in), the Siamese court’s Brahmanical ritual to ensure the abundance of crops.7 8
Furthermore, the Visakha Bucha also fell on the sixth lunar month. Outside of the 
ritualistic pattern of the Siamese court, however, the commoner’s lives were less 
refined, but more banal. Nai Mi, who was supposedly a young Siamese man at the time, 
lamented
6The gambling mentioned here was thua, a type of the Chinese fan-tan, which is similar to 
roulette. A mat was laid out with a square marked 1, 2, 3 and 4. Gamblers then bet on the numbers. The 
dealer would bring cowrie shells (bia) and heap them in front of him. The number of the shells varied, but 
could be up to 100 or 200. The dealer then would count out the cowrie shells into the set of four, and the 
remainder was the winning number. If there was no remainder left, the winning went to those who bet 
number four (Warren, 2007, p.52).
The Ploughing Ceremony is believed to be a state ceremony since the Sukhothai period, having 
derived from the Indian and Chinese state ceremony (for the detail of the ceremony, see Wales 1992 
[1931], p.256-264). Wales uses the source from Nang Nophamat, a book that is believed to be written in 
the Sukhothai period (Wales, 1992 [1931], p.259). But other historians, including Prince Damrong, 
disagreed and saw that it was written during the Early Bangkok period. Nidhi has analysed the text 
extensively to show the world view of the Siamese court in the Early Bangkok period (Nidhi, 2012 
[1984], pp.293-325).
8Visakha Bucha was for the commemoration of the Birth, Enlightenment, and Death of the
Buddha.
...after the Ploughing Ceremony/ there are tonsure ceremonies everywhere/ 
those who are ready go on and get married/ following the tradition/ unlike me 
who is unlucky [in love]/1 do not have enough money [to get married]/...{Nai 
Mi, http://www.reumthai.com/wiki/u11mfl0u, accessed 17 Sep 2013).
The seventh lunar month was again for the Buddhist ceremony, salakphat 
(fffnnnfli). The temple was the place where young men and women met, and the latter
chose future husbands who “do not gamble and do not smoke opium” {Nai Mi, 
http://www.reurnthai.com/wiki/unffiflou, accessed 17 Sep 2013). The wet season arrived
in the eighth lunar months, and was the beginning of the Buddhist Lent period. Now Nai 
Mi had ordained and become a monk. It was hard for him, and for other recently 
ordained young men, to stay in thier robes for long because
...[laywomen] came to the monk’s residence [to make merit]/ they are so 
talkative/ young monks are bewildered/ because of the female voice/... after two 
seasons [some monks] have become restless/ they go into the laywomen’s 
houses and have to leave the monkhood/ this is like honey drop on to ant’s nose/ 
who can endure being in thier robes?... {Nai Mi, 
http://www.reurnthai.com/wikiAlnffffl0 u, accessed 18 Sep 2013).
The last period of Buddhist Lent was the eleventh lunar month. It was the time 
once again for a religious event, which was the thort kathin (uoAniu) ceremony followed
both within and outside of the Siamese court. Thort kathinwas basically a Buddhist 
ceremony to offer new robes to the monks who would be dwelling in the temples during 
Lent period. For the royal court, the Royal Kathin was one of the most prominent rituals 
as it was a tradition of the Buddhist monarch. It was the annual reaffirmation of the 
monarchical power, being only one of the few occasions that the people could see the 
monarch (for the detail of the Royal Kathin processions, see Wales, 1992 [1931], 
pp.199-212).
For the people outside the royal court, the eleventh lunar month was the time for 
boat racing as the water level increased. Not only men joined in the rowing, but women 
also were in the racing, and received a lot of attention from the male audience, 
especially when they “wear the colourful cloth/and [their cloth] get soaked...” {Nai Mi, 
http://www.reurnthai.com/wiki/unmflou, accessed 18 Sep 13). A month passed by and
the twelfth lunar month was the time for Loi Krathong Festival, or the floating basket 
festival, where fireworks were displayed, and music and dance-drama (lakhorn) were 
performed. The Buddhist Lent period ended and was followed by the thort phapa 
(viofimih) ceremony, offering fresh robes to the monk after Lent (Nai Mi,
http://www.reurnthai.com/wiki/miml)0 V!, accessed 18 Sep 2013).
The first and the second lunar month, which were called the Ai month (duean ai 
-  movo-m) and the Yi month (duean yi -  mono) respectively, were the beginning of the
colder weather. This was the harvest season, when rice was being milled and threshed 
before loading into carts for sale (Virayuth, 2006, p.18). The harvest season would take 
a few months of work, and the festival would come back again in the fourth lunar 
month, in which the celebration of the end of the year, Trut Thai (squint)) took place.
Then agrarian Siam was back to the New Year again in the fifth lunar month.
What we can see from Nai Mi’s description of the non-work activities in the 
twelve lunar months was that the non-work activities were mostly based within the 
temple, or related to Buddhist ceremonies. The non-work in agrarian Siam, hence, had 
little to do with mechanical clock time.
The Manpower System
Another contributing factor to the separation between the work and non-work 
time was the Siamese manpower system, or the phrai system. The detail of the phrai 
system will be illustrated in chapter 4. Relating to our discussion here is how the system 
contributed to the time that Siamese men and women had to pay corvee labour in a year. 
The phrai system was continued from the Ayutthaya period, where common men, and 
women (Anchalee, 2003, p.69-71), were obliged to surrender their labour work to the 
government, which was called monthly service, or khao duean (dhwou). In many
occasions,women had topay corvee labour as hard as men. Apart from services in the 
inner court, they had to work in rice mills or in manual works in the paddy fields 
(Anchalee, 2003, p.69-70), while men had to do the construction or repair work for the 
palaces, temples, fortresses, and temporary scaffolds for the king. Furthermore, men 
were recruited to join the army to suppress bandits. Some had to toil in hard labour like 
cutting canals, roads, or building the city walls (Anchalee, 2003, p.72).
The term khao duean or “monthly service” was telling, as the commoners were 
obliged to pay corvee labour in the unit oflunar month. During the time of King Rama I
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(r. 1782-1809), commonners had to report for labour for the total of four months per 
year. This included three periods of one-month work (Anchalee, 2003, p.72). In theory, 
they were categorised according to the type of work they were assigned. But in practice, 
they had to serve the superiors in the latter’s personal needs, and exploitation was 
common. Moreover, in wartime the men were recruited to the army and it was hard to 
determine how long they had to be in service. Some wars could be as long as a year and 
it seemed that the monthly service in many circumstances was not followed in reality 
(Anchalee, 2003, p.73).
It can be seen that the phrai system was another norm for the division between 
the work and non-work spheres of the Siamese. We also have seen how the annual cycle 
based on the Buddhist lunar calendar played the role of dividing line for the Siamese 
agricultural work and the non-work activities, which was illustrated vividly by our 
young poet Nai Mi.
So far I have discussed the aspects of Siamese society before the mechanical 
clock became increasingly necessary, and before the introduction ofWestern temporal 
order into the Siamese societyfrom the 1830s onwards.
The Emergence of Work Time (Wela ngan; Wela ratchakan) during King 
Chulalongkorn’s Bureaucratic Reforms
Looking at the work and non-work before the middle of the nineteenth century, 
Siam differed from the English and Japanese agrarian societies in a significant way. 
While the line drawn between the work and non-work spheres that rendered the concept 
of modem leisure in those societies was due to the Industrial Revolution and 
industrialisation, the Siamese condition took place in the context of colonialism.
After the middle of the century, the Western temporal order began to extend its 
function beyond being a commercial facility like in the reign of King Mongkut (r. 1851 - 
1868), as I have shown in the previous chapter. In 1868, when King Mongkuf s son 
Chulalongkorn ascended the throne, he was still young and was under the influence of 
the powerful Bunnags like his father. Only after successfully secured power from the 
Bunnags (Kullada, 2004, ch.2), he began the process whereby the work and non-work 
time became clearer, and the concept of modern leisure emerged.
Amidst the political struggles, there are two inseparable aspects that illustrate 
the semicolonial character of the Siamese state from this point onwards. While the 
mechanical clock and Western calendar began to be adopted by the Siamese
administration, the Buddhist calendrical calculation was indispensable for Bangkok to 
gain hegemony over other diverse local time reckoning methods. The mechanical clock 
did not cover all aspects of the society; rather it coexisted with the Buddhist calendar, 
only they both functioned in different arenas. Hence, the coexistence of the Western and 
the Buddhist temporal orders would facilitate the project of establishing the absolute 
state by King Chulalongkom.
Vocabularies o f Leisure and Work
In the previous section, we can see that work and non-work activities in agrarian 
Siam was not so clear. The non-work activities were perceived in the same light as 
work; hence the word ngan (work) was used. By the reign of King Chulalongkom, 
however, the two spheres of work and non-work began to be perceived as though each 
was on the opposite side of the spectrum. “Free” time began to bear the meaning of time 
free from work.
To trace the evolution of this perception I will begin by looking at aspects 
relating to vocabulary. Let us look at various editions of English-Siamese dictionaries 
published during the second half of the nineteenth century. In the first edition of English 
and Siamese Vocabulary published in 1865, the word “leisure” was translated as “free 
time, [the time when one] does not do anything”9 (English and Siamese Vocabulary, 
1865, p.171). This was the time when Chulalongkom had not yet become king. The 
meaning of “leisure” in this 1865 edition does not have any reference to the word 
“work” {ngan).
But when we look atBradley’s Dictionary o f the Siamese Language (1873), we 
can see some notable changes. The meaning of leisure came to refer to the time that was 
on the opposite spectrum of work. Bradley’s dictionary is a Thai dictionary, so the 
closest word to the meaning of leisure is “wang” (™), or free time. The meaning of
wang in the dictionary is “the time that [one] does not have any work; [one] skips any 
work; or [the word] can be called wela wang [of a person]”10 (Bradley, 1873, p.671, 
emphases added).
Similarly, in Pallegoix’s Siamese-French-English Dictionary published in 1896, 
the reference to work was visible, and was even clearer. The word “wang kan” (free
9(“Wela wang, yuplao” - “nmru, oqnJrir) ;and translation of “at leisure” as “muea wang -  mtmr 
(the time when [one] does not do anything){English and Siamese Vocabulary, 1865, p. 171).
10wang, wen, plao khue wela thi maimi kan andai, wen yu maidai tham kan andai annueng.wa 
wela wang yu nan - -in, rfu, nJih no ncmliiflmsmdn mjaalulmhnnoulaouniL (Bradley, 1873, p.671).
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from work) was included with English translation as “Free from all work, who has 
leisure, free” and in French as “Libre de tout travail, qui a du loisir, litre” (Pallegoix, 
1896, p.1104).
By 1901, it was the turn of a dictionary compiled by a Siamese. Luang 
Ratanayapti, secretary in the Siamese Embassy in London, compiled the English- 
Siamese Dictionaiy. In the book, he translated “leisure” directly as “free from work;
[the time] free from work; free from occupations”11 (Ratanayapti, 1901, p.296, 
emphases added).
What we have seen is the change of the translations of the word “leisure” in Thai 
from the 1860s onward. The word started by meaning only “free time” in the 1850s, but 
increasingly towards the end of the century, “free time” began to mean the time that one 
was free “from work”, hence the word “leisure” came to acquire the meaning of a non­
work sphere of life that was separate from the work sphere. This was part of the 
readjustment of the cultural instutions—the process of synchronisation of the state— 
that was at work, and became the foundation for the binary of work/non-work to come 
into being throughout the latter part of the nineteenth century.
Now it is the “Work Time”for the King
In the last few decades of the nineteenth century, work emerged as a separate 
category from leisure. During King Chulalongkorn’s reign, we can see that the Western 
temporal order began to influence Siam beyond the requirements of international trade. 
This expanding process was imbricated with the reform projects which aimed to create a 
standardised national bureaucratic system. Time accuracy was not only needed to 
facilitate activities at the Bangkok ports, but at this time, it was also needed for 
bureaucratic communications.
What I have shown in the previous chapter is the coexistence of two temporal 
orders after Siam encountered the West from the 1830s onwards. The arrival of the 
mechanical clock brought about the readjustment of the Siamese elite’s world view, but 
they did this not by demolishing the old cultural features. On the contrary, the Siamese 
elite put the Buddhist temporal order at the centre of the adjustment project.
King Chulalongkorn’s administration, like his father, had time reckoning 
methods as one of its essential parts. From 1873, there began the struggle of the king 
and his brothers into the pinnacle of the Siamese administrative milieu. He issued
U"Leisure. (lantob rurm-nu, laarm-nu, (Ratanayapti, 1901, p.296).
78
decrees of reform that threatened the old order which was influenced by the Bunnag 
family. This led to the Front Palace Crisis in 1874 (Wyatt, 2003 [1982], pp.184-185; 
Kullada, 2004, pp.60-65). It was not until around the mid-1880s that the king and his 
faction would gain real power.
Furthermore, in the later decades of the nineteenth century, the sense of “work 
time” and “work place” began to be more visible already. In 1874, King Chulalongkom 
announced his “office hours”:
This announcement is directed towards those bureaucrats who wished to have an 
audience with [the king]...he has moved to work in the new residence, the 
Amarin Winitchai Hall, and will seldom be present at the former residence, the 
Chakri Throne Hall... [To prevent further inconveniences], the king will work 
from the new residence and will start working around 1 mong chao [7am]. Any 
bureaucrats who want to have an audience with him can do so from that 
time...In the afternoon session, from 1 mong [1pm] to 4 mong [4pm], 
documents can be submitted to him. And from 2 mong to half past 4 mong, those 
who want to convey administrative reports to the king must submit their 
cards13.. .From 5 mong [5pm] the king will go for a ride [song rot- vii-nn].
Bureaucrats can meet him before or after that. If any bureaucrats wish to 
report important administrative matters, they must do so at his new 
residence according to the times given above...
In any event, [the king] will be present at the Amarin Winitchai Hall four 
times monthly, every second and fourth day of the new and waning moon, at 
around 4 or 5 mong.The bureaucrats have to come collectively to report the king 
about important administrative matters...they have to follow this time schedule, 
and do not leave important works to pile up and become overdue...(RG, 1874, 
pp. 161-162, emphasis added).
This announcement in the Royal Thai Government Gazette shows two things: 
the coexistence of both the Siamese (the lunar calendar) and the new temporal order (the
12The announcement states that the king had to bring all the paper works with him from his 
former office, the Chakri Throne Hall, to his new officeAmarin WinitchaiHall, which was not convenient. 
The king would work from the Amarin WinitchaiHall twice a day, during the early morning and in the 
late afternoon, because it was very hot during the day time. Also, some days the rain made the king 
unable to receive any audience.
13Sending the card was a procedure when an officer wanted to gain audience with the king. So 
the king knew of whom, and what matter the discussion would be about and could prioritise his own 
schedule.
twenty-four hour clock), and the separation of work place from non-work place. It is 
also interesting in that it shows the increasing administrative tasks required of Siamese 
rulers. The king himself had to take charge of most tasks in the early phase of the 
modernising state-building process. In today’s word, “time management” was essential 
when state matters flooded onto his work desk.
In the same year, the announcements in the Royal Thai Government Gazette 
regarding the accurate use of time increased greatly. King Chulalongkom, like his 
father, issued a reminder for the monks throughout the country to make accurate 
calendrical calculations (RG, 1874, pp. 103-105; pp.345-350). The reminder of the 
accurate time reckoning method was further announced for laymen (RG, 1874, pp.155- 
156).
A revealing document was issued in 1898, when the king must have been 
overburdened with administrative work and the royal schedule, and the delay made his 
work difficult. As a result, he announced the official rule to be obeyedby Siamese 
officials regarding the need for punctuality in royal proceedings. The former arbitrary 
time schedule made all the plans take longer than they should.
Before, the time for royal ceremonies and proceedings were arbitrarily set. This 
resulted in the situation where junior officials had to wait for a long time, which 
was such a waste of time [sia wela- iftontn]. This resulted in the situation that,
even when the schedule had been announced for an upcoming royal proceeding, 
the officials had become careless by assuming that they had to wait for a long 
time, so they were inactive and were not ready even when the king had already 
proceeded. These days [the king] has more work than in the past, and work has 
increased in various departments in the bureaucracy. Therefore, there is a need 
for fixed official time [wela ratchakan -  nfnrwm]...(/?G, 1898, p.291).
King Chulalongkom set seven rules. Firstly, in every royal ceremony and royal 
proceeding, the Minister of the Royal Flousehold had to draft the program and send it to 
the king for approval. Secondly, only after the king had edited and/or approved the 
timetable, could the schedule be announced publicly. Thirdly, those who were involved 
must act according to the schedule announced. They must be ready before the set time. 
Fourthly, any officers who did not fulfil the job or were late (mai than wela- Imuincn)
will have their names recorded by the officer from the Ministry of the Royal Household.
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Fifthly, if the matter was not important, the recorded person will only be admonished. 
Sixthly, if the matter was important, the recorded person will be disciplined. Lastly, the 
recorded person will be penalised further by a salary cut, or his department’s funding 
will also be cut. These rules were to be implemented from October 1898 (RG, 1898, 
p.291).14
The rules set personally by King Chulalongkorn seem harsh, but it reflects the 
problem of the expanding administration under him. The reality would be different, as 
the rules were not strictly followed. But at least this was the first time the Riles on 
keeping up with the time, the urge to be “on time”, began to gain recognition among the 
officers in the bureaucracy.
Post and Telegraph Office Reinforced the New Notion o f Time
The need for the new time reckoning method did not only extend beyond the 
commercial sector to the bureaucracy, but the new time also entered other prosaic 
realms of the society. This was true especially with the sectors that had an immediate 
need to be in the same “rhythm” with the world of the Western imperial order, such as 
the Post and Telegraph Office. From its establishment in 1883, the Siamese Post Office 
joined the Universal Postal Union and began international post services on 1 July 1885 
(Phokphonphunthawi, 1964, pp.1-2). After joining with the international service, 
Siamese postal activities surged dramatically. The number of postal stamps produced 
went up from three million in 1883 to more than ten million by 1887, an in crease of 
more than three times (Phokphonphunthawi, 1964, pp.1-5).
In 1889, the Post and Telegraph Office began to include mail delivery into the 
steamship service throughout the country.^ The steamship service was mainly a
14By 1882, there began an advertisement of calendars to the reading public. The advertised 
calendar contained Siamese, Chinese, and Western days and months, the sun orbit, and tidal information. 
“If you do not bear in mind this information, people will be gossiping behind you that you are stupid [tha 
maim khao ja  nintha wa khon ngo - mlmmsruum'hfnj'U]”, this encouraging advertisement stated 
(Jotmaihet Sayam Samai, 1882, p.7).
The mail delivery by steamship in 1889 was an extensive one. There were five delivery routes 
and along each route the delivery steamship would stop in each town. 1) The West coast route included 
Samut Prakan, Phetchaburi, Pranburi (Prachuap Khiri Khan), Kamnoed Noppakhun (Prachuap Khiri 
Khan), Chumphon, Langsuan (Chumphon), Chaiya (Surat Thani), Kanchanadit (Surat Thani), Nakhon Si 
Thammarat, and Songkhla. Post would be delivered twice a month. 2) The East coast route included 
Sichang Island (Chonburi), Chonburi, Angsila (Chonburi), Rayong, Chantaburi, Kradburi, and 
Prachantakirikhet. Post would also be delivered twice a month, but there was an extra service to Samut 
Prakan and Sichang Island every other day. 3) The Northern route included Pathum Thani, Bangsai 
(Ayutthaya), Bang Pa-in(Ayutthaya), and Ayutthaya. The steamship would go up the river for postal 
services every Sunday, Tuesday, Thursday, and back to Bangkok on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. 4) 
The Ayutthaya to further northern cities route included Ang Thong, Phrom Buri (Singburi), In Buri
facilitator in freight and transportation, and now it included mail delivery in the service. 
The timetable for the postal services all followed the units of the Western calendar and 
the Post Office made sure that the people understood the details of the service by 
publishing a manual for sale, and encouraging the provincial governors to promote and 
facilitate postal services (RG, 1889, pp.86-87).
Fig.13
A Siamese postman, 1892 (Smithies, 1986, p.51).
(Singburi), Chainatburi (Phitsanulok), Manorom (Chainat), Phayuha Khiri (Nakhon Sawan), Nakhon 
Sawan, Phum, Phichit, Phitsanulok, Si Phirom (Phitsanulok), Pichai (Uttaradit), and Uttaradit. The 
steamship would depart from Ayutthaya every first and fifteenth day of the month. 5) The Ayutthaya to 
Northeastern cities route included Ban Aranyik (Ayutthaya), Phra Phutthabat (Saraburi), Saraburi, 
Phrayathod (Saraburi), and Park Phriaw (Saraburi). There were four delivery times a month, which was 
every Sunday (RG, 1889, pp.86-87).
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Fig. 14
A Siamese postman at the turn of the twentieth century 
(Wright and Breaksear, 1994 [1908], p.205).
On 15 August 1889, the Post and Telegraph Office in Khlongsarn (ficmomu),
Bangkok, was officially opened. Following the opening of the post office, the office 
hours were announced to the public. It opened daily from “1 mong chao” [7am] to “4 
mong bai” [4pm]. There were four delivery times each day, “yam rung and 10 
minit]6chao [6.10am], 4 mong and 40 minitchao [10.40am], 5 mong and 30 minitchao 
[11.30am], and 3 mong and 40 minitbai” (RG, 1889, p. 185). In September and October, 
three more Post and Telegraph Offices opened in Ratchaburi, Phetchaburi, and 
Kamnoed Noppakhun (Prachuap Khiri Khan) (RG, 1889, p.252). In February 1890, 
another office opened in Si Chang Island (Chonburi), “opening from 1 mong chao to bai 
4 mong [7am-4pm] (RG, 1889, p.383), quite long office hours by today’s standard.
The office hours announced reflects the increasing need for mechanical clock 
time. Moreover, precise office hours in Western time began to be announced more 
widely by various government departments of the state during this time, especially if 
one looks at the Royal Gazette from 1889 onwards. The year 1889 was the first year 
Siam began using Rattanakosin era (ror. sor.-i.f t . ) .
16The transliterate word minit (Sun), for “minutes” was used throughout the announcement.
In 1889, moreover, Siam officially adopted the Western calendar, which was the 
first time that the country adopted the solar calendar along with the lunar calendar used 
earlier. Public holidays were announced according to the solar calendar for the first time 
(RG, 1889, p.441). In 1893, the Bangkok-Ubon Ratchathani postal service commenced 
and the delivery time was announced as once a week, and connected to the towns along 
the Mekhong Basin, which was serviced once every fourteen days (RG, 1893, pp.258- 
259).
By the end of 1896, there were 165 postal and telegraph offices in Siam and four 
more were about to be opened in the next year. The delivery service—in water, on land, 
and by railroads—covered 10,615 kilometers. The international post was to England the 
most, both in volume and frequency, followed by the Strait Settlements, India, Cochin 
China, United States, China, France, Germany, and other countries (RG, 1897, pp.536- 
540).
The Railways Timetable and Mechanical Clock Time
The story of the Siamese railways has been investigated at length by previous 
studies, and this short section cannot do justice to this enormous topic. While the 
emphases have been put on the political (Holm, 1977; Chaiyan, 1994, pp.55-56), and 
economic aspects (Kakizaki, 2005), there are still gaps for cultural evaluations on the 
role of the state railways.18 What I will focus on particularly is the extent to which the 
Siamese railway timetables contributed to changes in the time reckoning system.
The first Siamese railway line was the Bangkok-Paknam line, which started to 
be built in 1892 due to the military necessity that stemmed from Siam’s conflict with 
France, in order to prevent the latter to cross the Mekong (Holm, 1977, p.62; Chaiyan, 
1994, p.55). Consequently, economic functions of the railways began to be fulfilled, and 
the construction of other railway lines was underway. Until the end of the fifth reign in 
1910, there were another seven lines constructed. To the northeast, there was the Korat
17Detailed studies of the developments of Siam’s railway system can be seen in Ramaer (1994), 
who has focused on technical aspects of the railways. From a different angle, Whyte (2010) has provided 
an atlas of the context and the routes of the railway lines in Siam, and also in Laos and Cambodia.
18T wo contrasting arguments are present regarding the role of Siam’s state railways. On the one 
hand, Holm (1977) and Chaiyan (1994) see that the railway was one of the technologies of Bangkok’s 
“informal imperialism” towards other regions. On the other hand, Kakizaki argues against Holm and 
Chaiyan, pointing out that the railway was pivotal in the “economic integration” of Thailand (Holm,
2005, p.10). While Kakizaki has done a good job collecting data of the flow of commodities that were 
facilitated by the railways, I tend to agree with the former two scholars more, as the process of “economic 
integration” came from the imperial ambition of Bangkok rather than from “regional needs” (Kakizaki, 
2005, p.10).
line (Bangkok- Nakhon Ratchasima, opened 1897); to the north, there were Northern 
Line (Ban Phachi - Chiang Mai, opened 1901) and Sawankhalok Branch (Ban Dara, 
Uttaradit -  Sawankhalok, Sukhothai, opened 1909); to the west, there were the 
Mahachai Line (Khlong San, Bangkok -  Mahachai, Samut Sakhon, opened 1904) and 
Maeklong Line (Ban Laem, Petchaburi -  Maeklong, Samut Songkhram, opened 1907); 
to the east, there was the Eastern Line (Bangkok, Aranyaprathet, Sa Kaeo, opened 
1906); to the south, there was the Southern Main Line (Thonburi, Bangkok -  Su-ngai 
Kolok, Narathiwat, opened 1903) (Whyte, 2010, pp.l 1-52). Apart from the Paknam 
Line and Maeklong Line, all other lines were owned by the state (Siam Directory 1912, 
2005, p.42).
The announcement of the opening of the Bangkok-Paknam line demonstrated 
the conjuncture where the mechanical clock time and the Siamese time reckoning 
system met. In April 1893, the Bangkok Times published a notice that the Paknam Line, 
the first railway line in Siam, was ready to operate for the public. The announcement 
was in both Thai and English, even though the Bangkok Times was an English language 
newspaper. Publishing in Thai reflected the aim to communicate with the Siamese 
readers that,
For the general public to know, the [Bangkok-Paknam] railway line has begun 
operating from 11 April R.S.l 12 [1893]. The train will pick up passengers every 
day, from Bangkok to Paknam, and from Paknam to Bangkok. The schedule of 
departure in Thai times [mong thai -  liolno] are: departing from Paknam at
khrueng mong chao [6.30am], and arriving in Bangkok at mong khrueng chao 
[7.30am], and departing from Bangkok song mong chao [8.00am], arriving at 
Paknam sam mong chao [9.00am].. .(Bangkok Times, 22 April 1893, p.2).
The unit of Thai time mentioned in the announcement above reflected that, in 
order to catch the train, one had to look at the mechanical clock. The railways brought 
the twenty-four hour mechanical clock time to the destinations they reached.19
Furthermore, while the effects of the railways have been seen in the political and 
economic light, railways can also be seen as the technology of leisure culture. In a 1904 
guide book for Western travellers to Siam, accompanying the advertisement of the
19 But this does not necessarily mean that the Siamese would become more “punctual” overnight. 
There were incidents where the influential merchants from the provinces were late. The train drivers, as a 
result, had to wait for the merchants, even though they were “late” (Sujit Wongthes, personal 
communication, April 2010).
railway lines was the opportunities for shooting and hunting 20 with accommodation 
along the routes. On the Korat Line to the northeast, the travel guide book stated, the 
British “sportsman” would find “deer, wild pig, countless doves and occasional tiger or 
leopard” to shoot (Antonio, 1997, pp.31-32). By 1904, the favourite resorts of Bangkok 
residents were Siracha and Si Chang Island, Chonburi province on the east, and Anghin, 
Petchaburi province on the west side of the Gulf of Thailand. All were reachable by 
train, and travellers would find spots for shooting along the coast (Antonio, 1997, 
pp.49-50). At Sa Bot, Lopburi, wild elephants, tigers, deers, pigs, snipe, wild ducks, 
teal, and water fowls were abundant for shooting enthusiasts (Antonio, 1997, p.56). In 
Korat, wild cattle, wild buffaloes, civets, and leopards were for the “naturalist, 
entomologist, botanist, and sportsman” to enjoy (Antonio, 1997, p.58).
The railway lines did not only facilitatethe leisure culture of Western travellers; 
the Siamese elite, too, took trains in their excursions to the provinces. The classic 
example here is Hua Hin, Prachuap Kiri Khan Province. The extension of the Southern 
Railway Line reached this seaside town on the west side of the Gulf of Thailand in 
1911, and from then on quickly became a favoured destination for the members of the 
royal family. King Prajadhipok and Queen Rampai Bami loved playing golf at the Hua 
Hin Railway Golf Course,21 and when the revolution that overthrew the absolute 
monarchy took place, both of them were playing golf (Kannika, 2003, pp.7, 164).22 In 
1926, King Prajadhipok ordered a royal palace to be built in Hua Hin, called Klai Klang 
Won (“Far from Worries”) following the Sans souci (French for “without cares”) Palace 
in Potsdam, Germany, which belonged to Frederick the Great (Kannika, 2003, p.52).
At the same time as the railway affected Siamese society in the ways that it carried the 
new notion of time—the twenty-four hour mechanical clock time—into the areas it 
reached, another temporal order—the spiritual domain of the Bangkok royal court—was 
running parallel to the mechanical clock time. On Thursday, 16 July 1891, King 
Chulalongkorn was present at the sod-turning ceremony for the first railway line of 
Siam, the Bangkok-Paknam railway in the Sra Pathum area. Together with the king,
20There has been remarkably little attention paid to the topic of shooting and hunting in Thai 
social and cultural history. For the study of leisure in England during the seventeenth and the eighteenth 
century, hunting was leisure of the English country gentleman, and has been connected to the class status 
of the aristocracy. By the middle of the nineteenth century, however, the exclusivity of hunting collapsed 
into the new social formation. The aristocracy and the middle class joined into the new “imperial ruling 
class”, and British women who belonged to this new class also began to hunt (Cunningham, 1980,
pp. 133-134).
21The project of building a 3,000 rai (approx. 1,187 acres) golf course was initiated by King 
Vajiravudh in 1921. Once finished, he went to play golf there in 1924 (Sorasan, 1991, pp.72-74).
22The current King Bhumibhol is also residing in the Klai Kang Won Palace in Hua Hin.
Europeans and Siamese officials, including the Crown Prince Vajirunahis, were present 
at the ceremony. The choice for the date and time was set by the king, with such a short 
notice that the preparation for the ceremony had to be carried out the previous night. 
King Chulalongkorn wanted the sod-turning to take place “shortly after the sun-rise”, 
and “Sharp at eight o’clock”, the king began the ceremony (.Bangkok Times, 18 July 
1891, pp.2-3, cited in Whyte, 2010, p.8). On 9 March 1982, after the initial construction 
was finished and ready to be open to the public, the king, once again ordered the sod- 
turning ceremony to be organised. The event took place just after 5.00pm, which was 
the king’s “most auspicious moment” (Holm, 1977, p.61). The auspicious time, in this 
respect, functioned as a vital part of King Chulalongkorn’s decision to embark upon the 
temporal reform, which the column in the Bangkok Times aptly described as “Tempora 
mutantur et nos mutamur in illis [The times are changed and we too are changed in 
them]” (Bangkok Times, 18 July 1891, pp.2-3, cited in Whyte, 2010, p.8).
The Auspicious Time, the Buddhist Calendar, and the Separation of Work and 
Non-work Time
While mechanical clock time was increasingly needed for the Siamese 
bureaucratic communications, in the Post and Telegraph services, and for catching the 
train, the Buddhist calendrical calculation did not go away. In fact, it was needed more 
than ever as part of the state-building process under King Chulalongkorn. The adjusted 
Buddhist calendrical calculation played a central role in the affirmation of Bangkok's 
political power. The Buddhist temporal order functioned in the court rituals and in the 
calculations of the “auspicious time”, or roek (qnif). Here, unlike the countries where
work time was demarcated as a result of industrialisation, in the Siamese case the 
“traditional” time determined the separation between work and non-work spheres.
In the coronation ceremony of King Chulalongkorn in 1874, accuracy of the 
auspicious time was needed more than anything else. It was Wednesday, the eighth 
evening of the waning moon in the twelfth lunar month of [12 November], and the 
participants in the ceremony strictly followed the precise auspicious time announced in 
the units of hour and minute. The ceremony covered a period of over two weeks. The 
first day the monks began the blessing prayer at bai 4 tnong (4pm). The next morning 
the king came out to join the ceremony 4 mong 42 nathi (10.42am). On the morning of 
Friday, the second evening of the waxing moon of the first lunar month (21 November), 
chao 3 mong 54 nathi (9.54 am), the king exited the Grand Palace’s gate and did the
clockwise Royal Procession on land around the palace wall, called the 
prathaksin,followed by the departments of officers. On the morning of Monday, (24 
November) at the exact same time as the land procession, the king began the Royal 
Procession on water around inner Bangkok (RG, 1874, pp.41-44).
It was the same time that the Siamese New Year, Songkran, was announced that 
“[1875] began from noon and 57 minutes and 36 seconds” (RG, 1874, p.392). This was 
possibly the first time that the Siamese New Year was calculated into the unit of 
seconds, which signifies the importance of accuracy in the sphere of Buddhist 
calendrical calculation based on mechanical clock time. The announcement made sure 
that all of the important dates were there, such as the Water of Allegiance ceremony, the 
Royal Ploughing Ceremony, the Visakha Bucha, the king’s birthday anniversary, the 
Makha Bucha, and so forth, all announced in the lunar calendar unit (RG, 1874, pp.293- 
295).
Furthermore, the state announced “good days and bad days” (wan di laewan rai 
-  TumiasTufiu), by the calculation of court astrologers in 1875 “to be reckoned in general
[public] for those who believe in auspicious and bad days [roek nathi di rai -  qmnntmfiu]
to use as a reference. Those who do not want to use [the reference of auspicious and bad 
days], they can ignore it” (RG, 1875, p. 136). From 1875, the good and bad days 
continued to be announced together with the New Year (RG, 1876, pp.49-50; 1877, 
pp.9-10; 1878, p.10).
In the late 1880s, when the king began to secure real power from the Bunnags, 
there began a change in the ways in which the time was announced. The announcement 
of important dates changed from the lunar calendar to the solar calendar. It is important, 
however, to note that Buddhist important days were still calculated under the lunar 
calendar, but it was institutionalised and announced in the units of the solar calendar.
The comparative table between the solar and lunar calendar was still being provided 
(RG, 1889, p.442-443).
From 1875, when only the Songkran was announced in the unit of seconds, in 
1889 the mechanical clock and solar calendar, which was based on the Western 
(Gregorian) calendar, began to be the standard use for the Siamese government. Siam 
began to adopt the Western calendar officially in 1889, and Prince Thewawong, a son of 
King Mongkut, invented the names for the twelve months in a year to be used from this 
point on. For example, the ceremony of Water of Allegiance and the Royal Ploughing 
Ceremony were on 30 April, Visakha Buchafell on 2 June, and so on. The good days 
and bad days, nevertheless, were still being announced, (RG, 1889, pp.438-440).
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Most importantly, in 1889 there began an announcement of Buddhist public holy 
days (wan phra -  fuvos) in the units of the solar calendar. These public holidays were
“days off from [governmental] works” (yutkan tang tang -  (RG, 1889,
p.441). Here we can see that the Buddhist calendar contributed to the separation
23between the work and the non-work time in Siam.
Non-work as Leisure
The coeval between the mechanical clock time and the Buddhist calendar would 
begin to dominate all other time reckoning systems as the Siamese state emerged under 
King Chulalongkom. Clock and calendar increasingly came to be the base for the 
separation of work and non-work, hence the activities in the non-work sphere began to 
be categorised as leisure, or wela wang.
Towards the end of the nineteenth century, the state administration increasingly 
needed a uniform time to coordinate its operations. The state’s reforms brought about a 
new attitude towards time and timekeeping in relation to the emerging Siamese modem 
bureaucracy. “Work time” (wela ngan -  naniu), “official hours” (wela ratchakan- nm
nunis), “work place” (thi thamngan -  mfn-m), “office” (op-fit - oodrto) were becoming
discursively and practically demarcated as separate from “leisure time” (wela wang -  
ncnfu) and “holidays” (wan yut- tumj^ i).
The expression wela wang began to appear in historical records from around the 
1880s onwards. Under the new social and political conditions, leisure time, or wela 
wang, would begin to be seen in the spheres of experience as the opposite of work time. 
In 1884, King Chulalongkom complained as the administrative matter piled up on his 
working desk that he had to deal with not less than six thousand bureaucratic matters a 
year, “so those [bureaucrats] who have known of this number would understand [the 
delay by the king]...” (Jotmaihet Sayam Samai, 1884, p.222).Especially when the king 
had to go outside Bangkok, he was overwhelmed with paperwork, and many were 
urgent matters. “The only times that the king had time was when he was eating”, so 
when he went to Bang Pa-In Palace in Ayutthaya, he was working, “not enjoying his 
wela wang” (Jotmaihet Sayam Samai, 1884, p.221-223; RG, 1889, p.l 19). The meaning
23 It is also worth mentioning here that theRattanakosin Era (ror.sor./ CE-1781 years) calendar 
was in use during the reign of King Chulalongkom, whereas from the next reign Buddhist era dating 
(phor.sor.l CE+543 years) began to be used more as basis of calculation of solar calendar years.
of wela wang would associate with the time that was free from work, especially 
administrative and commercial work.
Conclusion
As Siam moved towards being in the same “rhythm” with the world in the 
course of the nineteenth century, the mechanical clock time and the Western calendar 
became the norm for the reproduction of the division between work and leisure. This 
process resulted in the Siamese aligning their daily activities according to this 
reconfiguration of time.
But the Western temporal order was not the only contributive force in 
demarcating the work and non-work spheres in Siam. The adjusted Buddhist time 
reckoning system was also an inseparable part of the process to separate the non-work 
experience out of the work time. The line between the two spheres had been drawn, and 
the non-work sphere became what was perceived as leisure time in Siam.
To be sure, I use the word “emergence” of leisure not to mean that there was no 
sense of division between work and non-work time in pre-modem Siam. The 
reconfiguration of time in Siam from the “traditional” system to twenty-four hour clock 
time in the late nineteenth century was neither a smooth nor a unidirectional process.
The mechanical clock time and the solar calendar were adopted in Siam only to serve 
certain functions such as state administration, commercial activities, communication 
services, transportation, and so on. But at the same time this new temporal order did not 
serve other functions of the Siamese society. The Siamese royal court needed the 
Buddhist calendrical time to operate in other aspects of the society, notably in the area 
of auspicious time and the Buddhist holy days.
So far in chapters 2 and 3 I have outlined the technological bases of leisure 
culture in Siam. From the 1830s, the Western and the reformed Buddhist time reckoning 
system became the norm for reproduction of work and non-work time. The 
reconfiguration of the time of Siam under the context of colonialism would be as 
Thongchai has noted, “[cjolonialism was not only a political and economic project, but 
also a cultural and intellectual one that had induced drastic changes in local cultures 
across the globe” (Thongchai, 2000a, p.531). What followed was a new attitude towards 
time and timekeeping and the line between work and leisure began to appear. In this 
sense, the new time reckoning system was not just a colonial import, but more 
importantly it was taken by the Siamese leaders as a tool to meet their needs.
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But colonialism was indeed also a political and economic project. In the next 
chapter I will discuss the economic aspects of leisure culture, that leisure activities were 
commodified.
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Part II
The Economy of Leisure and Leisure Economy
“Wela penngoen penthorng" 
[Time is money, time is gold]
Chapter 4
The Commodification of Leisure:
A Look at Dance-Drama (lakhorn) (1830s-1900s)
Introduction
From the 1830s, geopolitical shifts in East and Southeast Asia rendered the 
beginning of processes that would later form the economic foundations of modern 
leisure culture in Siam. After discussing the technological bases of leisure in chapters 2 
and 3, this chapter will discuss the second major characteristic, that leisure activities 
were commodified. In the second half of the nineteenth century, the new domain of 
leisure was embedded in processes that imbued them with, and turned them into, the 
major source of Siamese state revenue.
There are two main parts to this chapter. The first part will lay out the big 
picture of the geopolitical changes that impacted Siam, and Southeast Asia more 
broadly, from the 1830s. The rise of Western-dominated capitalism from around the 
middle of the century shifted the financial structure of the Siamese state from an 
emphasis on external trade to domestic taxation. From relying on international trade, the 
governing Siamese elite turned to taxation of domestic economic activities as their 
major income. This transition related to the emerging leisure culture in a significant 
way: the connection between leisure and taxation made commodified leisure an 
indispensable element in Siam’s economic history.
The second part of this chapter is a case study of dance-drama (lakhorn -  asfn) to
demonstrate the thesis that leisure culture was central to the economic transformation of 
Siam in the Western-dominated imperial order. The intensifying domestic market 
economy, accelerated by rising numbers of overseas Chinese immigrants, together 
contributed to the emergence of an “entertainment” culture in Siam. This part of the 
chapter will show how the market economy and immigration created the conditions that 
allowed modern leisure culture to develop. I will discuss the emergence of 
entertainment culture, which took shape as the traditional religious/sacred elements of
dance-drama performance began to grow distinctive from the pleasure/enjoyment 
element. In particular, I will discuss Jaophraya Mahintharasakdamrong (1821-1895) 
and his Prince Theatre (est.1883) to show that commercial theatre was part of the 
growing entertainment culture. I contend that the Prince Theatre was established at the 
transitional point from the premodem economic and social landscape into the modern 
rearrangement of social life. This transition did not take place in an even and one- 
directional fashion, and the Prince Theatre, Siam’s first commercial theatre, carried with 
it the paradoxes of the co-existing incongruities of the old and the new systems.
The reason for choosing the transformations of dance-drama as a case study is 
because it was an indispensable feature of premodern Siamese culture that can be traced
i
many centuries back. Dance-drama was an art form in Siam long before the economic 
transformation of the nineteenth century. Therefore, in my opinion, dance-drama can be 
drawn upon to portray the transition from the premodern to modern leisure culture in 
the domain of dramatic performance. By tracing the changes in economic aspects, this 
chapter will try to understand Siamese dance-drama in a geopolitical context as well as 
on the smaller scale of entertainment businesses.
Siam and Global Geopolitical Changes in the Mid-Nineteenth Century
During the course of the nineteenth century, the shift in global economic trends 
affected the Southeast Asian regional economy. There began a shift in geopolitical 
order, whereby Britain replaced China as the dominant influence in Southeast Asia and, 
as a result, contributed to the transition in the economic, political, legal, and cultural 
aspects of Siam. Some main questions to be answered are: to what extent had Siam’s 
fiscal structure changed after the expansion of the European world-economy into 
Southeast Asia from the 1830s onwards? What were the factors that contributed to the 
economic change? To what extent did the signing of the Bowring Treaty with Britain in 
1855 transform Siam’s economy?
There have been discussions on this issue in a number of scholarly works in the 
study of Thai economic history. Two major works on Siam’s economic conditions came 
out in the late 1970s and 1980s, respectively. On the one hand, Chatthip Nartsupha and 
Suthy Prasartset’s The Political Economy of Siam, 1851-1910 (1981, first edition in
1978) offers a Marxist analysis of the gradual transformation of Siam’s politics and 
economy from the middle of the nineteenth century. This book takes the Bowring 
Treaty signed between Siam and Britain in 1855 as a watershed in the transformation of 
Siam’s fiscal structure. Before 1855, according to Chatthip and Suthy, Siam was 
predominantly a subsistence economy, where the processes of the division of labour, 
capital accumulation, and market economy had not yet formed or were still in a basic 
stage. The economic foundation was determined by the barter system and the tax-in­
kind system was in practice. The economic picture presented here is static, and the 
emphasis is on the external political forces that came to transform it.
For Chatthip and Suthy, when the Bowring Treaty was signed, Siam’s economy 
transformed rapidly, causing local industries and the subsistence economy to decline. 
Siam, as a result, entered a period when it became dependent on commodity production 
under the demand of international markets, which brought Siam into the system of 
international division of labour. As a result, sugar and cotton textiles, two main 
production commodities up until the middle of the nineteenth century, were faced with 
high competition and began to decline. The Chao Phraya River Basin accordingly 
turned into a vast commercial paddy field and rice became a major export due to an 
intense demand for this commodity from Western colonies in Asia. Siam’s economy 
after 1855 turned into an export economy with major exports of rice from the central 
plain, tin and rubber from the South, and teak from the North. Its fiscal structure 
became dominated by the European world economy, and its production was in large 
part exported to the European colonies in the region. “In this way”, Chathip and Suthy 
argue, “Siam was helping the imperialist powers in their well-organised design to 
extract more surplus value from their colonies” (Chatthip and Suthy, 1981, pp.8-9).
On the other hand, in his articles compiled in Pakkai lae Bairuea (Pen and Sail) 
(first published 1984), Nidhi Eoseewong challenged the view held by the two scholars 
above that Siam’s economy was static before 1855. Fie argues that Siam’s society and 
economy had already transformed significantly many decades before the signing of the 
Bowring Treaty. Nidhi contends that the economic base of the society had already been 
moving towards liberalism and was not as static as Chatthip and Suthy have argued. In 
the early Bangkok period (1767-1855), Siam had engaged very intensively with 
overseas trade, particularly with China. Nidhi paints an extremely dynamic picture of 
the junk trade between Bangkok and East China and, to a lesser extent, the British 
Straits Settlements, Southern Vietnam, Cambodia, and the Indonesian archipelago.
Other ports also took part in overseas trade, such as Trang, Songkhla, Nakhon Sri 
Thammarat, and Chanthaburi (Nidhi, 1984, pp.78-79). Upon the expansion of the 
economy of the early Bangkok era, he argues, the Siamese society became more 
“bourgeois”, which was reflected in the written literature of the time.
The two pioneering works summarised above, although different in their 
respective emphases, both acknowledge the transitions in Siam’s economy by the 
middle of the nineteenth century. There is a need, however, to investigate further into 
the larger geopolitical changes and deeper into the organisation of Siamese social 
hierarchy in order to see factors that became the backdrop which determined the 
emergence of modem leisure culture in Siam.
The Rise o f the West, Particularly with Help from the Opium Trade
For the Bangkok elite, a major shift in world hierarchical order occurred 
between the 1830s and the 1850s. In their view, Europe, particularly Britain, emerged 
as the world’s supreme power, replacing India and China. The success of the British 
Empire in Asia relied heavily on the opening of ports and cities for British-led capital to 
flow smoothly in and out with the lowest tariffs possible. When India and China were 
defeated by the British in the middle of the century, the Bangkok elite adjusted their 
status accordingly.
India and China were slowly “battered” throughout the nineteenth century. By 
1815, Britain had conquered one third of India, and the British East India Company was 
active in opening the market and gathering economic profit from the subcontinent until 
the Indian Mutiny in 1857, when the British government stepped in to take control. As 
Britain successfully began to gain a strong foothold in India, it continued eastward to 
China and engaged in numerous attempts to open one of the world’s biggest markets to 
its products. This attempt was due to a trade problem Britain had faced for many 
decades. Indeed, both the European and American markets faced serious trade deficits 
vis-a-vis China due to their high demand for the country’s tea, silks, and porcelains. The 
British Empire turned to opium—the history-changing commodity—to fix this trade 
imbalance (Wakeman, 1978).
Opium was the decisive factor for the rise of British power in Southeast Asia in 
the nineteenth century. “[Wjithout [opium]”, Trocki argues, “there probably would have 
been no British Empire” (Trocki, 1999, p.xiii). By this he means two things. Firstly, 
revenue from the opium trade was crucial for the British Empire to run India. It 
provided high-quality revenue to “pay the bills” from having India as Britain’s most 
important colony (Trocki, 1999, p.10). It was due to the economic surplus from India 
that the British Empire could expand eastward across the Indian Ocean. The opium 
trade, furthermore, went further across the “Anglo/Dutch frontier” to the Dutch East 
Indies and made enormous profit there (Tagliacozzo, 2005, pp. 187-196). The second of 
Trocki’s meanings was that the opium trade not only benefitted the British traders, but 
was also favoured by the local rulers and traders as well. Malay rulers, such as those of 
Johor, Perak, Selangor, and other principalities prospered from opium sales to the 
Chinese settlers in their domains (Trocki, 1999, p.54). I will show in chapter 5 that the 
situation was not dissimilar in Siam, where an opium tax constituted a substantial 
amount of revenue, and contributed greatly to “paying the bill” of the Siamese state in 
the later decades of the nineteenth century. Opium, as I will discuss, also played an 
important part in nineteenth century leisure culture in Siam, and revenue from opium 
tax was so lucrative that the government monopolised it right from the beginning.
Processed opium paste began to be shipped from British India to Southern China 
from the early nineteenth century and the amount increased as the first quarter the 
century progressed. By the 1820s, Britain’s attempt to solve its trade deficit was 
successful. The export of opium was, in response, resisted by the Chinese. They tried 
banning opium consumption, but the policy was not successful as so many, including 
Chinese traders and officials, benefited from this trade and they were unwilling to 
cooperate with the government’s attempt at banning. The British kept on increasing the 
opium trade, and ultimately this tension resulted in the First Opium War (1839-1842) 
that led to the defeat of China’s Qing Dynasty. These Opium Wars were the watershed 
for Asian countries, as they came to realise that Britain had become the dominant power 
in new world order (Mishra, 2012, eh. 1).
The results of the First Opium War were definitely felt strongly in Bangkok. The 
greatest challenge for the Siamese elite was no more the Bunnese or Vietnamese, but 
the West, as the often-quoted remark made by King Rama III suggests (Wyatt, 2003 
[1982], p.165). The king also recalled his private junk trade in China back, and had the 
boat on hold at the port in Bangkok (Cushman, 1985 [1975], p.49). From the 1830s, the
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Siamese elite began realigning the country with the more powerful West. When they 
looked around the region, the situation was not very assuring. The first Anglo-Burma 
war (1824-26), which resulted in devastating loss for Burma, was recent. The Java War 
(1825-1830) between the local Javanese and the Dutch ended with the beginning of the 
Dutch control over the archipelago. French gunboats frequented Vietnam in the 1840s.
In the next reign, King Mongkut (r. 1851-1868) saw it as being ciucial for Siam 
to readjust accordingly. During his reign, the importance of China and India to Siam 
was significantly reduced, and the role of the Western influence on the Siamese royal 
court increased in various aspects. The king cancelled the century-long tribute to China, 
and dismissed the view of Jambudvipa in India as a holy place in the Hindu-Buddhist 
world view, the view that had long dominated the Siamese court (Thongchai, 2000a, 
p.533).
However, the situation of Western imperialism should not be seen one-sidedly, 
that is, Siam as the victim of the omnipotent West. The Siamese elite also benefited 
greatly from the expansion of British imperialism. As I have discussed in the previous 
chapters on changes to the calendrical and time reckoning systems, King Mongkut’s 
actions did not constitute the complete dismissal of the Chinese and Indian influences 
that had been prevalent in mainland Southeast Asia for centuries, nor was he willing to 
accept all things European. Instead, King Mongkut’s strategy to align Siam with the 
world’s greatest power of the time greatly benefitted both parties.
Take opium trade for example. The role of opium has been curiously overlooked 
in the study of the results of the Bowring Treaty between Siam and Britian in 1855. One 
of the significant conditions outlined in the treaty was the status of opium. The British 
requested that opium be rid of its contraband status and had to be free of duty (Ingram, 
1971, p.34). In this sense the Bowring Treaty was the beginning of opium as one of the 
major commodities of nineteenth century Siam, the history-changing commodity 
indeed. We must not forget that in 1856, a year after the successful British mission in 
Siam, Sir John Bowring continued his mission to Canton on a similar trade treaty 
mission, but many things went wrong and the Second Opium War was ignited.1 
Bowring lamented later on that the situation in China was different from Siam, where he
:The Second Opium War or the Arrow War was a result of Britain’s effort to legalise opium 
selling in China. It began in 1856 and ended in 1860 with the defeat of the Qing Dynasty, symbolised by 
the British Lord Elgin’s demolition of the palace of Beijing. The desire to open China’s market, however, 
was not shared only by the British imperialists, but also the Indian and Chinese merchants who expected 
pieces of cake from opium consumption in China. See Wong, 1998, for a fine study of the Arrow War.
saw the mission as “the work of peace” (Wong, 1998, p.84).2 3This shows the fact that 
the Bangkok rulers not only cooperated with the British envoy, but perhaps we could 
say that they “welcomed” the British, and were willing for Siam to become a part of 
European trade networks, and these trade networks had opium as one of the major 
money makers.
Siam’s Economy during the Early Bangkok Period
In the early Bangkok period (1767-1855), the Siamese state’s economic 
activities were intensively focussed on overseas trade with China. The European market 
also constituted some demand from the Siamese products, but at this time it was 
considerably smaller in scale than trade with China. After the fall of the Ayutthaya 
Kingdom in 1767, King Taksin (r. 1767-1782) and later, the first king of the new Chakri 
dynasty, King Rama I (r. 1782-1809), sought ways to turn Bangkok to the level of the 
golden days of Ayutthaya by encouraging large-scale Chinese immigration and 
increasing trade with China. The major economic activity was junk trade between 
Bangkok and Fukian and Kwangtung provinces, and there was an influx of Chinese 
immigration from these two provinces to Siam from the beginning of the nineteenth 
century. Apart from business opportunities in Siam, immigration was further 
encouraged by natural disasters and political unrest in China. From China, major 
exported goods were feather fans, silk, dried food, and porcelain, while from Siam to 
China the traded goods were mostly rice, cotton, sugar, and forest products (Cushman, 
1985 [1975], ch.4).
The Bangkok rulers took part in the junk trade very actively. King Rama I 
(r. 1782-1809) became engaged in the junk trade and held royal monopoly on some 
profitable products such as ivory. As a result, his junk trade was very lucrative.4 He 
sent Siamese men from Bangkok to collect forestry products in the Korat Plateau and in
2In his letter to foreign secretary Lord Clarendon, 14 November, 1856 (Wong, 1998, p.84).
3According to one estimate, by the mid-century the number of Chinese immigrants in Siam were 
440,000 (1822); 800,000 (1827); 500,000 (1835); 450,000 (1839) and 1,100,000 (1849)(Skinner, 1986 
[1957], p.68). See the table illustration in chapter 5 of this thesis.
4The junk trade benefitted the king in an important way. The revenue from the junk trade became 
the source for King Rama I to consolidate his power over other powerful nobles. The king established the 
Privy Purse (Phra khlang khang thi- msnn^ m-ni) to collect the money he gained from the junk trade and 
spend it on paying annual stipends (biawat- mmiia) to the nobles (Kullada, 2004, p.20).
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the trans-Mekong basin, where the economy flourished greatly, and at the same time the 
king spread Bangkok’s power northeastward to these areas (Puangthong, 1995, p.5). 
Thus, an increase in trade, both on land and overseas, contributed to the rapid recovery 
of Bangkok after the collapse of Ayutthaya and the empowerment of the Bangkok ruler.
By the reign of King Rama II (r. 1809-1824), private traders, local and 
international, jumped into the international trade business and the royal junk trade 
experienced difficulty due to an increase in market competition. The expansion of the 
private junk trade was accompanied by a great influx of Chinese immigrants in Siam, 
who can be divided into two groups.* 5 On the one hand, there were the Chinese who 
gained access to the Siamese hierarchical order, receiving business protection and 
monopolies from the Siamese ruling class and providing lucrative business profits in 
return. As a result, there emerged a first generation of Chinese immigrants who were 
successful in the junk trade and other commercial activities. This first generation of 
overseas Chinesecould successfully accumulate political, economic, and social capital. 
They then invested money in other businesses, and became important tax farmers, 
especially gambling tax fanners.6
On the other hand, another group of Chinese followed the growing cash crop 
market, notably sugar and rice between Siam, China, and Singapore. Others pursued 
diverse economic activities such as shop-keeping, tin mining, brick kilns, metalworks, 
distilleries, boatyards, etc. This group could not climb up the social status ladder as 
successfully and as quickly as the previous group, but they were greater in number, and 
played an important role as “pioneers of a market economy” (Pasuk and Baker, 2009,
5Nidhi suggests that, culturally, the two types of Chinese influenced the Bangkok elite in 
different ways. The early generation of Chinese immigration in Siam was arguably those who had failed
in economic and social mobility in China i.e. failed in civil-service exams. These immigrants were hard 
workers but at the same time were not the carriage of Chinese cultural “assets”. What they brought into
Siam, therefore, was only their physical strength. Those who were successfully assimilated into the upper 
class were able to influence the Bangkok elite to some extent, such as in Chinese architecture and
adoptions of Chinese historical novels, but generally they turned more into Siamese rather than making 
the Siamese turn into Chinese. On the other hand, the commoner Chinese immigrants were slower to 
assimilate culturally and still held on to the Chinese traditions that they were familiar with (Nidhi, 1984, 
pp. 107-112).
5Akira points out that there were the early generation of Chinese tax farmers who originally 
engaged in the junk trade with China and Singapore. Among the leading ones were “1) The Sombatsiri
family (founded by Bun-si Sombatsiri) 2) The Chotikasawat family (Fak Chotikasawat) 3) The 
Chotikaphuk-kana family (Phuk Chotikaphuk-kana) 4) The Chotikasathian family (Thian Chotikasathian) 
5) The Phisonbut family (Yim Phisonbut: Sae Low) 6) The Phisanbut family (Sue Phisanbut: Sae Kho)” 
(Akira, 1989, p.73).
7p.33). Indeed, as we will see later, They would become a source of income for the 
emerging entertainment business in Siam from the 1840s onwards.
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Changes in the Siamese State ’s Fiscal Structure
Siam’s fiscal structure transformed significantly under the reign of King Rama 
III (r. 1824-1851). The Chinese junk trade that was successful decades before began to 
decline in this period and the king ordered the building of Western-style ships (ruea 
kampan - ilomiiu) to replace the Chinese junks (Cushman, 1985 [1975], p.49). As an
experienced merchant, the king needed to find another source of revenue to replace the 
Chinese junk trade revenue. He turned to domestic tax farming, and pursued a more 
liberal economic policy by abolishing royal monopolies. This reform, Kullada suggests, 
“revolutionised” the Siamese fiscal structure. State revenue shifted from external 
activities into internal taxation (Kullada, 2004, p.22).
The tax farming system had been introduced long before King Rama Ilfs fiscal 
reform, but the scope of tax fanning widened extensively in his reign. This shows the 
rapid expansion of economic activity, which the king saw as an opportunity to harvest 
by imposing taxes. From the early 1800s to the 1850s, the government farmed out taxes 
on “salt, attap, coconut oil, opium, pepper, bird’s nests, cotton, tobacco, molasses, 
sugar, meat, and fish” (Pasuk and Baker, 2002, p.98). By the 1850s, meat, poultry, and 
various manufacture products were also included (Supaporn, 1980, pp.52-55).
Most importantly, in the 1850s, “entertainment” taxes such as taxes on dance- 
drama, spirits and gambling were also introduced and monopolised by King Mongkut. It 
was at this time that the economic base of Siam’s modem leisure culture began to be 
laid out. As I will trace in detail below, the expansion of the market economy 
transformed leisure activities into commodified entertainment culture, when leisure 
activities—dance-drama, gambling, spirit drinking, opium smoking, etc.—became the 
sources of revenue for the Siamese absolutist state. This process, imbricated with an
7Puangthong (1995) argues that, apart from the role of the Chinese in Siam’s expanding 
economy, there is also a need to stress the role of the Siamese and other local populations who retrieved 
forestry goods and stimulated the economy and in-land trade in the Korat Plateau and the Trans-Mekong 
basin during the period 1767-1851. Their roles also contributed greatly towards the economic recovery of 
Bangkok after the fall of Ayutthaya in 1767 (Puangthong, 1995, ch.4).
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imcrease in Chinese immigration, the decline of the traditional manpower system, and 
tlhe physical rearrangement of entertainment venues collectively led to the historical 
emergence of modem leisure. I will discuss these points in later sections. Here I now 
tium to consider in detail how these processes played out in the domain of dance-drama 
(llakhorn) performance.
Nineteenth Century transitions in Siamese Dance-Drama (Iakhorn)
I have outlined above a brief picture of the international geopolitical and 
dlomestic economic changes that took place in Siam during the first half of the 
niineteenth century. I will now turn to consider how these structural changes affected 
Sham’s culture and society with the focus on dance-drama, which was an activity that 
hiad long been among the prominent features of Siamese life and society. It can be 
observed in the region for many centuries, long before the first written source could 
iinform later researchers. The question at hand is: to what extent did dance-drama 
c hange under the new economic conditions outlined above? By looking at this ancient 
type of cultural activity, I attempt to trace how the transitions in dance-drama 
performance that took place during the second half of the nineteenth century made it 
iinto a part of the modem leisure culture in Siam.
The following discussion will be organised under four headings. Firstly, I will 
diiscuss dance-drama before the 1830s. Secondly, I will trace the rise of “entertainment” 
c ulture (watthanatham banthoeng - TwuiijuiTuiym) in Siam during the second half of the
nineteenth century. Thirdly, I will discuss how the decline of the manpower system, the 
p'hrai system, contributed into the change in dance-drama. Lastly, I will focus 
p articularly on the case of the Prince Theatre to show the extent in which dance-drama 
in Siam had changed from the pre-1830s into the forms that corresponded to the 
temporal and spatial reconfiguration that had been taken place towards the end of the 
century.
Dance-Drama before the 1830s
Due to the existence of numerous forms of dramatic art in Siam before the 
1 830s, I will limit the discussion here to the single, most popular performance form of 
art of the period, namely, the dance-drama, which also best portrays the transition in the
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overall dramatic culture by the period of focus. Nevertheless, it might be useful to set 
the scene here by mentioning a general picture of Siamese dance. Dance (rabam - isih)
is an ancient form of Siamese performing art, but it was not until around the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries that dance fully developed into the forms and styles familiar 
to us today (Mattani, 1993, p.3). Written sources show that dance and dance-drama 
were prevalent in the Ayutthaya period (1569-1767). Foreign visitors recorded dance 
performance in KingNarai’s reign (r. 1656-1688) (La Loubere, 1969, p.5, cited inNidhi, 
1984, p.42) and also the reign of King Boromakot (r. 1732-1758). According to 
specialists in dramatic art, Ayutthaya was a “golden age” or “zenith” for Thai classical 
dancing (Mattani, 1993, p.4; Dhaninivat, 1975, p.l 16), before the sack of Ayutthaya in 
1767 brought dance-drama to the low point.
Dance can be divided into two major groups: folk dance (rabam phuen mueang- 
u^°iYoime<i) and classical dance (nattasin- ingmiil). Folk dance, on the one hand, was
associated with the commoners in agriculture-based society and had different styles 
depending on the region. The northern dance is called forn (flau), the northeastern dance
is called soeng (no), the central region dance mostly called ram (ii), and the southern 
dance is called raw sat (frifa), or ram sat chatri (ritfempil), and is similar to the Indian
and Ceylonese Kandyan style. Classical dance, on the other hand, was closely 
associated with the royal court. It was performed in a more refined, delicate fashion for 
religious and ceremonial occasions, incorporating the Indian Bharata Natayasastra 
through the influence of the ancient Mons and Khmers (Mattani, 1993, pp.2-4), while 
nonetheless also being heavily influenced by folk dance despite the different origins 
(Sujit, 2008 [1989], p.194).
Dance developed into dance-drama when it began to adopt a story line, or a plot 
(niyai -  fimo) into the performance. Dance-drama seems to have thrived from around the
middle of the seventeenth century onwards. An oft-cited source is from Simon de La 
Loubere (1642-1729), a French diplomat in Siam during the latter years of King Narai’s 
reign, who wrote about his time in Siam in a book A New Historical Relation ofthe 
Kingdom of Siam (originally in French, translated into English in 1693). In his record, 
he reported seeing a “lacone” that was performed in public for three whole days, 
adopting stories about kings and morality (Sujit, 2008 [1989], pp. 191-192). Stories 
adopted in the dance-drama were drawn from sources that were already well known and
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8enjoyed both within and outside the court alike. The Buddhist Jatakas (nan), folk tales, 
court literature like Ramakian (nuintnei/and Unarut (ooqvi)8 910 were stories adopted for 
dance-drama performance (Nidhi, 1984, pp.50-51).
From the beginning of the Bangkok era in 1782, dramatic art began to be 
revived again (Damrong Rajanubhab, 1964, p.131). Two types of dance-drama, masked 
dance-drama (khon - 1-uu) and dance-drama (lakhorn), emerged as the two most popular
dramatic arts of the period (Nidhi, 1984, p.44).11 12I will only focus here on the dance- 
drama, because it gained more popularity, and because it was more inclusive than the 
masked dance-drama, which was very exclusive in nature, being largely restricted to 
performances within the royal court.
Among the studies of dramatic performance in Old Siam, Prince Damrong 
Rajanubhab’s (Prince Damrong hereafter) tamnan lakhorn inao (mhu'mcisfnmmn- first
8Jataka, or the stories of the Buddha’s former lives, has been central to the lives of Buddhist 
Southeast Asians. Jatakas include thousands of stories of the Buddha’s former lives, but the most 
popularJatakas are His last ten lives, called thotsachat. Particularly, the most important Jataka is the 
Buddha’s last life, the Vessantara Jataka (Jory, 1996, Introduction).
9 Ramakianxs Thai literature that was adapted partly from the Indian epic Ramayana, which was 
introduced to Southeast Asia around nine hundred years previously. In the beginning of the Bangkok era, 
King Rama I composed a version of Ramakian for dance-drama, and King Rama II followed suit, 
composing the episodes that were fit for dance-drama performances (Pringsri, 2000, pp. 154-165). Also, 
King Vajiravudh has studied the possible origins of Ramakian in Vajiravudh, 1941.
wUnarut (or originally Anirut), has been one of the important Thai literatures since the 
Ayutthayan time. The story of Unarut was influenced by the Hindu mythology. It was originally 
composed by the court poet Sri Prat during King Narai’s reign (1656-1688) as Anirut khamchan. By the 
beginning of the Bangkok era, however, Unarut began to be composed for dance-drama (hence the name 
changed from the original Anirut to Unarut) (Thanit, 1979 [1960], pp.93-102).
n King Vajiravudh confirmed this point in his Note on Siamese Theatre written in 1911. He 
points out that there are five “indigenous” forms of Siamese entertainment: 1) masked drama 2) dance- 
drama 3) li-ke (fun) 4) marionettes (hun- >ju) and 5) shadow puppet play (nang- mil). “Of these”, he 
maintains, “the most interesting and most worthy of consideration are the khon [masked dance-drama] 
and the lagor [dance-drama]” (Vajiravudh, 1975, p.3).
12Masked dance-drama was an aspect of court culture that developed from shadow-play (nang - 
mi4) from the late Ayutthaya period (Dhaninivat, 1975,pp.l 15-120). It required high revenue to maintain a 
masked dance-drama troupe due to the cost of dress, mask, setting, etc. so that it was hard for commoners 
to establish such a troupe (although, there were those who tried -  see below). Furthermore, masked 
dance-drama adopted very specific stories, almost always the Ramakian, and contained large sacred 
elements in the performance. These reasons meant that the masked dance-drama became significantly less 
popular than dance-drama (Nidhi, 1984, pp.44-45).
Thanit (1982) also gives reasons for the decline of masked dance-drama by the middle of the 
nineteenth century. Firstly, when the masked dance-drama performers who became specialised in the art 
began a troupe, they went and performed in events that-were considered “less dignified” (mai pen kiet- lii 
nJuintn«), such as funerals. This resulted in a decline in the popularity of this art. Secondly, when King 
Mongkut (r. 1851-1868) “went against the ancient tradition” (waek ratchaprapheni boran-uvnimifibsiYicu 
hmtu) by allowing women to be trained as masked dance-drama performers, it further caused the decline 
of the art. More and more troupe owners then turned to train women-only dance-drama troupes following 
King Mongkut’s breakthrough (Thanit, 1982, pp.8-10).
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printed in 1921) is a classic text.13 He outlined the history of dance-drama from the late 
eighteenth'century until the reign of his brother, King Chulalongkom (r. 1868-1910), 
and addressed the technical details of the dance-drama, its attire, and the details of the 
accompanying orchestra, the piphat (ilvnyiu).14
There are at least four notable characteristics of Siamese dance-drama in the 
period before the 1830s. Firstly, dance-drama was inseparable from the religious and 
ceremonial aspects of Siamese life and society. We can see this by looking at the 
vocabulary that relates to it. The word mahorasop (umffvi), whose meaning is closest to
“entertainment” in English, was used as a generic term to mean any type of dramatic 
performance. Until the middle of the nineteenth century at least, mahorasop carried 
these two inseparable meanings of ceremonial/entertainment. Bradley’s Dictionary 
gives the meaning of mahorasop as “An event of celebratory feast [somphot- mjlmt]15 a
big funeral, such as a royal funeral”16 (Bradley, 1971 [1873], p.508). From this 
meaning, it is apparent that pleasure and religious/ceremonial elements were combined 
in dance-drama events. Dance-drama had a close relationship with Buddhism, 
Brahmanistic Hinduism, as well as animistic popular cults and was performed in the 
court and in the temple grounds, as well as in special ceremonies. Hence, it contains 
“entertainment” aspects and “religious” aspects at the same time when a dance-drama 
performance was carried out.
A second key element of premodern dance-drama was that, up until the middle 
of the nineteenth century, private dance-drama troupes ran their businesses depending 
on the demand of customers. This was called “work that the troupe finds” (ngan ha- 4iu
>n). In the early Bangkok period, indeed, private dance-drama found a lot of work. 
Dance-drama for hire was so popular and well known that when the owner of such a
13However, the book does not go unchallenged. Prince Damrong’s argument that dance-dramas 
that adopted the story of Inao had their origin in the court in the capital Ayutthaya (Damrong Rajanubhab, 
1964, pp. 102-106), has been challenged that in fact, Inao was first adopted in Nakhon Si Thammarat 
before it went to Ayutthaya (Titima, 1997, p.95, cited in Davisakd, 2007, p. 154).
14The performance was always accompanied by piphat orchestra (wong piphat- utlvnno, an
orchestra consisting of five groups of wood and percussion instruments, benjaduriyang 
including oboe (pi- iJ), various types of drums (klong- naof), and gongs (khong- wtu) (Damrong 
Rajanubhab, 1964, pp.31-33).
15Somphot is a Pali-derived word of som (sama in Pali, meaning together or level) and phot 
(bhoja in Pali, meaning food).
1GBradley’s dictionary spells the word differently, “uslvntfcw”, but it is pronounced generally the 
same. The word sop (mi) at the last syllable means corpse or funeral. It is very likely that the word 
mahorasop began as a court funeral feast entertainment.
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troupe, the nai rong (tnulu), put a model of a weapon set that was used for the
performance, such as a shield and red flag in a holster, in front of a house, people would 
then know that the house was occupied by a dance-dramatroupe for hire (Damrong 
Rajanubhab, 1964, p.77). Dramatic art flourished early on from the reigns of King 
Taksin (r. 1767-1782) and King Rama I (r. 1782-1809), even at a time when these two 
kings were occupied with the task of reviving Thonburi and Bangkok from the 
Ayutthaya debacle. This was the first time that the rulers in the highest level (i.e. kings) 
composed dance-drama scripts, while prior to this period, dance-drama only adopted the 
stories that had been inherited without changing or editing them (Nidhi, 1984, p.60).
Training dance-drama troupes was a busy job, and during King Rama I’s reign, 
many dance-drama “guru” (khru lakhorn- fnnsm?) emerged. These gums were important,
as they trained new private dance-drama troupes. The training was done by passing on 
the knowledge and performance technique to the next generation, some of whom later 
became another gum. Prince Damrong recognises at least fifteen gums during the first 
two reigns of the Bangkok period,17 who in some cases also owned a troupe (Damrong 
Rajanubhab, 1964, pp. 136-139). One which demonstrates the popularity of the dance- 
drama troupe business was that of Nai Bunyang (intn^ om)* a gum who was so successful
that he used his earnings to build a temple called Wat Lakhorn Tham (-faasfiivh) which
literally means “the temple that has been made by dance-drama” (Damrong Rajanubhab, 
1964, p. 137; Thanit, 1988, p.48).
A third notable feature of dance-drama before the 1830s was that it was divided 
into two types: the court dance-drama (lakhorn nai- cism'hi) and the commoner dance-
drama (lakhorn nok- asmvmn ). The court dance-drama was confined to perform inside
the palace, with female performers exclusively. This practice began around a century 
earlier, in the 1730s, and adopted only a limited number of stories (Damrong 
Rajanubhab, 1964, p.10). The commoner dance-drama, on the other hand, was
1?During the first reign -  Jaofa Kromluang Phithakmontri; Nai Thongyu; Nai rung; Nai 
Bunyang; Nai Bunmi; Khun Morakot; Khun Pheng; Khun Rueang; Jaojommanda Ampha; Jaojommanda 
Lukjanlek; Jaojojn Mandaphu; Khun lam; and Khun Jui. During the second reign -  Jaojommanda Yaem; 
Khun Malai; Khun Noi; Khun Jat; Khun Thapthim; Khun Bua; Khun Kham; Khun Jan; Khun Noi-ngok; 
Khun Im; Khun Phan; Khun Noi; Khun Phu; Khun Kahm; Khun Phum; and Khun A-ngun (Damrong 
Rajanubhab, 1964, pp.136-154).
18The temple is in Arun Amarin District, Bangkok.
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performed outside the court and was influenced by folk traditions (Damrong 
Rajanubhab, 1964, pp.4-10).19
The fourth and the last feature of pre-1830s dance-drama was that, in the early 
Bangkok period, Siamese nobles owned a dance-drama troupe not only for artistic 
purposes, but also as a possession befitting their status and honour (pradapkiattiyot - 
ibsmjintufitM) (Damrong Rajanubhab, 1964, p.95). This point is central to the structure of
the premodem manpower system in Siam, which will be elaborated below. The lakhorn 
troupe masters trained their subordinates to become performers, and before the mid­
century the troupes still had to perform under elite patronage. Many were unable to turn 
into professional performers because they still had to serve their noble patron. Kings 
and nobles trained their men to become performers in their dance-drama troupes. The 
more troupes one owned, the more prestigious social status one held. In the reign of 
King Rama III, it is believed that the king did not like watching dance-drama (Damrong 
Rajanubhab, 1964, pp. 154-155), but it is nonetheless apparent that other members of the 
elite enjoyed watching and having troupes of their own. The Front Palace, the royal 
title second in rank to the king, trained a female dance-drama troupe called the Front 
Palace Dance-Drama. Phra Pinklao20 (1808-1866), a younger brother of King Mongkut,
also had a troupe, and he was an enthusiast of the piphat orchestra, a musical
21component of dance-drama (Damrong Rajanubhab, 1964, pp. 158-162).
In the early Bangkok period, dance-drama was closely intertwined with high 
politics. Indeed, when sponsoring a troupe was an indicator of status and power, it
19The distinction between the court and the commoner dance-drama seems not to be very clear 
until the reign of King Rama II, when the court dance-drama changed the movements and turned this 
court dramatic art into a very delicate and sophisticated form in order to stress its differences from the 
commoner dramatic art (Nidhi, 1984, pp.62-63). Nevertheless, the main point is the relationship between 
these two “classes” of dramatic art. Prince Damrong held the view that in the Early Bangkok period the 
court influenced the people’s dance-drama greatly. He gives an example of the attire adopted in the court 
first, and which then “diffused downwards” to the people (Damrong Rajanubhab, 1964, p.7) Nidhi argues 
against Prince Damrong. He sees that the interaction between the court and the non-elite had been two- 
way interactions since the Ayutthaya Period, not top-down like in Prince Damrong’s view. The 
commoner dance-drama also “diffused upwards” and influenced the nobles and the court in many ways 
(Nidhi, 1984, pp.47-64).
20Formerly Prince Chudamani, and elevated into the title Phra Pinklao, or the “Second King” by 
King Mongkut. This was because King Mongkut intended to neutralise Phra Pinklao’s power and army, 
and enhanced the chance of succession in the case the fourth reign ended (Wyatt, 2003, p. 167).
21Prince Damrong listed nine more members of the elite who owned one or more dance-drama 
troupes during the third reign: Kroni Luang Raksaranaret (trsijmmfnvimnrii); Krom Phra Piphit 
Pokhaphuben (nsamsumlnfijiimiyu); Krom Phra Phitak Thewet (nruvnnNtfniimnfif); Krom Luang Phuwanet 
Narintararit (m mm^msmnvnnqvii); Phra Ong Chao Rakkhananukhun (i'u^o^m^anDon^noj); Krommuen 
Phumintaraphakdi (nimiiNHjmisnn?i); Somdet Jaophraya Borommahapichaiyat (mimumrozm r^nnmunj-m); 
Jaophraya Bodindecha (rnrnstmimiYiiiem); and Jaophraya'Nakhon Sri Thammarat 
(Damrong Rajanubhab, 1964, pp. 158-162).
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brought about conflicts between the powerful nobles. There were occasions that dance- 
drama was at the centre of power leverage. In the first reign, the conflict between King 
Rama I and his brother, the Front Palace, Krom Phra Rachawang BowonMaha 
Surasinghanart (1744-1803), played out in a dramatic art. The Front Palace was the 
second most powerful person in the kingdom and in his old age became resentful 
towards the king. In a masked dance-drama (khon) performed in the open air at the 
Pramane Ground (Sanam Luang in Bangkok today) in 1796, King Rama I’s troupe and 
the Front Palace troupe joined to perform an episode from the Ramakianof warfare 
between Phra Ram, the human protagonist, and Thosakan, the demon (yak) who always 
loses according to the story. The physical setting was so real the two palaces, of the 
king and the Front Palace, were the background, and real weapons were used. Cannons 
were fired at each other in the performance, causing real casualties among the 
performers on both sides (Mattani, 1993, pp.53-54).
The Rise o f Entertainment Culture
By the middle of the nineteenth century, there began a gradual transformation in 
the nature of dance-drama in general. The economic changes and internal political 
reforms together provided the foundations for dance-drama to emerge into a new 
category, namely as a form of modem leisure culture in Siam. During the 1850s, the 
structural shifts in Siam’s economy saw dance-drama become a part of the commodified 
culture. The expansion of the market economy in the second half of the century 
provided the conditions that turned dance-drama into part of the “entertainment” 
culture.
The new economy did not lead to a decline of pre-1830s dance-drama, but 
instead made it evolve into a new, commodified form. Two interrelated dimensions 
were involved in the evolution of dance-drama into a form of entertainment culture. 
Firstly, there began a growing separation between the pleasure and religious/ceremonial 
elements in a dance-drama performance and secondly, dance-drama was taxed and 
turned into part of the overall revenue of the government. In the following I will discuss 
these two dimensions respectively.
109
Firstly, by the 1850s, two previously interrelated, and perhaps heretofore 
inextricable, elements of dance-dramabegan to grow distinct from each other. The 
previously intertwined religious/ceremonial and the pleasure aspects of dance- 
dramastarted to be observable as two distinctive categories. Previously, dance-drama 
was part of Buddhist ceremonies and celebrations, and would be performed as an 
indispensable feature of religious rituals. However, by mid-century, numerous dance- 
drama troupes emerged that did not have to be part of religious ceremonies. Although 
the process of separation was slow, and court dance-drama was still very much full of 
sacredness, outside of the royal court the sacred elements became less visible in the 
commoner genre of dance-drama. It was at this point that there was a beginning of 
dance-drama as modem leisure culture, when the entertainment part of the activity 
became separate from the ceremonial part. As the economic backdrop influenced the 
hiring of the dance-drama troupes, performances that carried heavy sacred elements 
came to be less in demand. The sacred performances did not meet the demand of the 
audience, and was less commercially feasible. This process had begun slowly a few 
decades before it became a general trend by the 1850s. Nidhi suggests that in early 
Bangkok period literature for a few decades earlier accounts of the sacred element of 
dance-drama had become relatively absent in comparison to accounts in Ayutthayan 
literature (Nidhi, 1984, pp.27-32). The dance-drama moved mainly towards being an 
activity for the enjoyment of the audience, not for the sacred ceremony anymore (Nidhi, 
1984, pp.44-45).
The second transformation of dance-drama was that, when the government after 
the third reign turned from international trade to domestic taxation as its primary source 
of revenue, entertainment culture emerged as a major part of the overall state revenue. 
An increase in the number of dance-drama troupes made the government realise the 
potential of dance-drama as a source of revenue. The dance-drama “business” was so 
widespread and popular that by the reign of King Mongkut (r. 1851-1868), he began 
farming out tax collection on this type of activity in 1859, as shown in the “Royal 
Decree on Masked Dance-Dram and Dance-Drama Tax”. By his time, the Royal Dance- 
Drama Troupe had also been revived after ceasing in the previous reign (Damrong 
Rajanubhab, 1964, pp. 168-169).22
22In 1853, King Mongkut received the first white elephant, which was a very auspicious 
occasion in Siamese tradition. He then requested a Royal Dance-Drama performance for a celebration 
ceremony of the event (Damrong Rajanubhab, 1964, p. 169)
One of the major reasons for the widespread increase of dance-drama troupes 
came from the support of King Mongkut, who helped promote the entertainment 
business himself. In 1855, four years before the dance-drama tax was farmed out, he 
cancelled the prohibition on training women as performers in dance-drama troupes 
outside the court circle, for the reason that he wanted the country to be “joyful” (khruek- 
khruen- mnmu) and “dignified” (pen kiattiyot- nhmoiwoff) (Damrong Rajanubhab, 1964,
p. 171). This statement can be interpreted in two ways. On the one hand, King Mongkut 
might mean that the previous reign was not “joyful” and less “dignified”, or, on the 
other hand, he meant that he wanted to see an increase in dance-drama troupes, which at 
the same time would mean greater state revenue for the royal court. This change, Prince 
Damrong suggests, affected dance-drama greatly, as it placed the predominantly male 
dramatic art into female hands, and became very popular so that tax could be levied on 
this type of commodified performance. Indeed, many new scripts for dance-drama were 
written at this time. The reasons for the popularity of the female troupes (lakhorn 
phuying— asfuwVtnb) were, “Firstly, it was easier to find young women to train [as dance-
drama performers] than men. Secondly, less expensewas needed to train a female 
troupe, because females could make the costumes by themselves. Thirdly, female 
troupeswere more in demand because the audience liked to watch females rather than 
males performance...so there were more and more female dance-drama troupes, and we 
rarely find an all-male troupe since [the reign of King Mongkut]...” (Damrong 
Rajanubhab, 1964, pp. 172-173). Prince Damrong further explains that,
Female troupes became very popular and the troupe owners gained more 
revenue...As a result, [King Mongkut] issued the Royal Decree on dance-drama 
tax in 1859, because he saw that owners of a troupe gained so much financial 
benefit [phon prayot- waibsltnm], they should pay tax to help the government, like
in foreign countries...Jin Nim pvmu- the Chinese tax farmer called Nim] was 
awarded the title of Khun Sammatchathikom (mimnrinnllns), the first dance-drama
tax farmer for Bangkok and other 26 townships, for state income totalled 4,400 
baht annually (Damrong Rajanubhab, 1964, pp. 174-175).
At this point, dance-drama turned into a commodity rather than a sacred 
performance, as it had previously been, and the government in the subsequent reign 
would seek to gain a substantial amount of income from this leisure activity. In a few
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decades, in the reign of King Chulalongkom, there would be a revised dance-drama tax 
called the Entertainment (mahorasop) Tax, which shows that by the end of the 
nineteenth century the word mahorasop hadbegun to carry the modem meaning of 
“entertainment”, the pleasure element that did not have to be connected to ceremonies.
The revised Royal Decree on EntertainmentTax in 1893 illustrated different 
rates of tax towards dance-dramain considerable detail. The dance-drama troupes were 
required to have a license (atchayabat- omy-mVn)to be entitled to perform legally (RG,
1893, pp.71-74).
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Fig. 15
The Royal Decree on Entertainment (mahorasop)!ax, 1893 (RG, 1893, p.71).
Fig. 16
A list of tax rates on each kind of performance (R G , 1893, p.73).
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Fig. 17
Entertainment license (RG, 1893, p.74).
Mattani confirms the analysis outlined above,23 stating that
[T]he [mahorasop] Decree...led to a new development in Thai dance-drama in 
that the [dance-drama], which had traditionally been associated with social
23Perhaps it should be emphasised here that the process whereby the separation between the 
ceremonial/entertainment dance-drama became visible did not occur over a short period of time, nor was 
there ever a complete separation between the two functions in dance-drama. As, on the one hand, the 
entertainment dance-dramas troupes grew quickly and became widespread outside the court, the 
ceremonial dance-drama troupe, on the other hand, was also diligently preserved among a small group of 
gurus and their circle inside of the court. The Royal Dance-Drama Troupe and the dance-dramas 
performed in the court, for example, were exempted from tax (Damrong Rajanubhab, 1964, p. 176). The 
specialised knowledge the court-trained gurus was passed on in a very selective way and to a selected 
group of people, for fear of losing, or rendering it “impure”. The gurus or “agents” of this specialised 
knowledge can be seen from one generation to the other, up until the present-day Thailand. Exclusive in 
its nature, this court dance-drama knowledge was cut off from the people’s culture, and closed for anyone 
without similar specialised knowledge to gain access to. In the present-day Thailand, this exclusivity 
reinforced the power of the monarchy through the ritual honouring of the dance-drama gurus (Wong, 
2001).
Status or had been a status symbol of the aristocrats and noblemen, moved 
towards being a commercial profession even among the private troupes under 
the patronage of the members of the royal family and high royal officials, since 
they were means to increase the family income of its patrons... [T]he highest 
amount of entertainment tax income 4,400 baht per year was recorded during the 
reign of King Mongkut, and revenues averaged 36,000 baht per year during the 
reign of King Chulalongkom. These figures [increased] almost eight times 
(Mattani, 1993, p.83).
The Decline of the Traditional Manpower System
The expansion of the market economy in Siam by the middle of the nineteenth 
century impacted the existing manpower system or the phrai system (rabop phrai- «uu
Ivb) significantly. The phrai system was based on the hierarchical relationship between 
the superior (nai- uiti; munnai- yamo) and the subordinate {phrai- Ini and that- ynsf) in
Siamese social organisation. This system continued from the Ayutthaya to the Bangkok 
period, and was centred on managing manpower to meet the ruling elite’s control such 
as in warfare with other states, construction works, and in economic activities such as 
collecting forestry goods. Three groups of people - the nai, phrai, and that - were 
allocated in this vertical social formation, which was indicated by the sakclina ranks 
(Anchalee, 2003, pp.63-78).
From the beginning of the Bangkok period, the phrai and that, male and female, 
were obliged by law to be registered as manpower for the state. They would be tattooed 
{saklek- rnimn) on their wrists, or on their necks, arms, and legs, in order to indicate
which department of the bureaucracy that they belonged to. The Manpower Department 
was in charge of the phrai and that registration (Anchalee, 2003, p.71).
Siamese phrai and that were obliged to serve their nai and/or the king. There 
were three types of phrai. Firstly, phrai luang (Wnan), who in theory were “generic”
subordinates and were placed directly under the king’s patronage, although in practice 
the king allocated them to the departments of various nobles who were in power. 
Secondly, there were phrai som (Irbjnj), who were directly under the patronage of an
individual nobleman. These phrai som were obliged to do manual works for much of 
the year. They not only had to serve the nobleman, but also had to pay corvee labour 
service to the state, such as through construction work, building city walls, building
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temples, etc., as well. The third category was the phrai suai (Irnrhu), who were in fact
the same as phrai luang and phrai som but due to many reasons could not report for 
corvee labour. Phrai suai instead paid for their labour in kind, such as forestry goods, or 
in money, to be exempted from labour. By and large, the phrai can be divided into those 
who pay by labour, and those who pay by money (Anchalee, 2003, pp.81-84). For that, 
they were held as “property” of their nai. Three reasons made a person into a that. 
Firstly, if he/she was a child of a that. Secondly, prisoners of war were forced to 
become that,and, thirdly, a person (mostly women and children) who were sold to a nai 
to clear a debt (Anchalee, 2003, pp.74-75).24
Above is a brief description of the phrai system before the 1850s. There have 
already been extensive discussions on the phrai in previous studies.25 I will limit my 
discussion only to aspects that relate to the nai/phrai relationship as it was the basis for 
the dance-drama troupe throughout the nineteenth century. One of the debates that 
revolve around the issue of the phrai system was the definition of sakclina ranks. What 
does sakdina really means? The term sakdina is a mixed Sanskrit-Thai from the 
Sanskrit “sakti” (power) and the Thai na (rice field) (Reynolds, 2006, p. 108; Anchalee, 
2003, p.53). The debate has not been settled as to whether man or land was the 
indication of power in the sakdina system. On the one hand, there are scholars who see 
that sakdina refers to the power over the amount of land plot one possessed 
(Brummelhuis, 2005, pp.38-41). On the other hand, the unit of power was based on the 
manpower one had under his patronage (Akin, 1969, pp.85, 98; Anchalee, 2003, p.53). I 
tend to agree with the latter’s view, that the sakdina system was based on manpower. 
“The control of manpower brought two assets which were wealth and power”, Akin 
Rabibhadana suggests, “...the possession of manpower meant wealth” (Akin, 1969, 
p.98). This is true especially to the dance-drama troupe under the patronage of the 
Siamese elite.
24Studying the use of the term from the 1940s, Reynolds distinguishes the term “saktina”—as the 
modern Thai discourse used among Thai academics—from sakdina—the old Thai term in the Thai civil 
and administrative code of the fifteenth century. Following World War II, the Marxist-Leninist translated 
“feudal” as saktina and after Jit Poumisak’s The Real Face o f Thai Saktina Today?.irst published in 1957, 
the modern term saktina has “substituted” and “displaced” the old Thai term sakdina (Reynolds, 1987, 
pp.151-153; Reynolds, 2006, pp.106-114). I am not referring to the post-World War II usage of the term 
saktina in this study.
25Akin’s (1969) is a classic account on the phrai system, and the organisation of the Thai society 
in general, during the Early Bangkok Period (1782-1873); Pornphirom (1984) for the phrai system in 
Ayutthaya period; Suparat (1984) for a brief survey on the sakdina system; Seksan (1989) for the study of 
the Thai sakdina state before capitalist state; Piyachat’s (1983) study on the phrai system is useful, but 
not as definitive as Anchalee’s (2003).
Dance-drama troupes began to undergo transitions outlined above as the phrai 
system began to change. From the Ayutthaya period to the reign of King Rama II, the 
amount of time that phrai were required to do annual government corvee service (khao 
duean- mt^ou) was reduced from six to three months. Moreover, and increasingly so,
phrai could pay money in place of government service, or employ another phrai to 
undertake government corvee for them.
In the phrai system, the Siamese kings and nobles trained numerous 
subordinates to become performers in their dance-drama troupes as their possession 
indicating their wealth. While manpower was an indication of the social status of a 
nobleman, the number of troupes they owned also indicated their status. A few 
examples were Jaofa Krom Luang Phithak’s troupe in King Rama I’s reign; the Royal 
Lakhorn Troupes during King Rama II’s reign; Jaophraya Bodin Decha’s dance-drama 
troupe in King Rama Ill’s reign (Thanit, 1988, pp.31-90). The performers were the 
phrai som of individual nobles under the old manpower system.“ With the transition to 
the commodified dance-drama, I will show below that money would replace manpower 
as an indicator of wealth as a result of Siam’s economic change towards the end of the 
nineteenth century.
Leisure Activities Commodified
As I have outlined above, by the middle of the century, Siam’s fiscal structure 
had changed from relying on the junk trade with China to domestic taxation, and there 
began a parallel transition in Siam’s social formation. Central to the impact of the 
market economy was that money took the place of manpower as the most desired 
resource for the elite. The phrai system was “relaxed” (phonkhlai -  wouficnu, Anchalee,
2003, p. 167) accordingly and the emphasis shifted to collecting money rather than 
labour from the phrai, except in conscription for the army. The rapid expansion of 
market-based rice plantations was possible only when the phrai were released from the
26However, in reality it did not turn out that easily. While not wanting to do the corvee labour, 
many phrai could not afford to pay. They did many things to escape from being called up. They could 
flee into the jungle (Anchalee, 2003, p. 123); become that{Anchalee, 2003, p.63); ordain as a monk; or 
lurk in the house or palace of an influential noble; and fake the registration tattoo (see above). If phrai 
had money they might bribe the conscription officials (Piyachat, 1983, pp.30-38).
27
With the exception of those who were categorised as “performers and musicians” under the 
Three Seals Law, and had the duty to perform for the palace ceremonies. These performers were situated 
between the nai-phrai relationships not being high in the hierarchy of the nai, but were not phrai either. 
In this sense, they were not positioned in the neat binary of the rulers and the ruled in the Phrai System, 
and were required to do the government corvee as the phrai did (Pattarawadee, 1992, pp. 14-18).
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burdens of the Old system. Labour then was commodified as the phrai increasingly paid 
money to be exempted from corvee labour, and the government also wanted money 
(i.e.tax) instead of labour (Piyachat, 1983, p.48).
It was by this process that across the central decades of the nineteenth century’ 
labour turned into a commodity, whereby a person must pay money in order to gain a 
service. I would propose further that it was in this very process that leisure time (wela 
wang) was commodified along with work time (wela ngan), with the latter becoming 
what is usually called productive labour and wela wang becoming commercial leisure. 
The market economy impacted as much upon leisure (wela wang) as upon work (wela 
ngan). Leisure time was also commodified and, in turn, leisure activities became 
commodities. All dimensions of life—both making a living and relaxation—came under 
the social relations of the market.
The nobles’ dance-drama troupes, which began as possessions reflecting honour 
and prestige, by the mid-century had joined the entertainment business: there began the 
perception that the number of troupes one owned was not as important as how much 
money one’s troupe earned. From the reign of King Mongkut, dance-drama troupes 
outside the court became prevalent. Many nobles saw an opportunity to set up a dance- 
drama troupe for hire (ngan ha- nmn) as a source of income. For instance, two
daughters of Phra Pinklao (1808-1866), the younger brother of King Mongkut, set up a 
troupe for hire (Mongkut, 1978, p.147 cited in Pattarawadee, 1992, p.38). Somdet 
Jaophraya Sri Suriyawong (1808-1882; Sri Suriyawong hereafter), one of the most 
powerful nobles of the Bunnag Family who sewed as a regent before King 
Chulalongkom ascended the throne after his second coronation in 1873, also had his 
own troupe (Damrong Rajanubhab, 1964, p.29).
For the commoners, the decline of the traditional manpower system affected 
them in the sense that it made possible those who were involved in running a troupe— 
gurus, performers, etc.—to become professionalised. People with skills in dramatic arts 
could run a private troupe as their profession. This new landscape of commercial 
setting pushed the private troupes to be creative in an increasingly competitive 
entertainment business.
The Prince Theatre and Spatial and Temporal Rearrangement of Dance-Drama
The Prince Theatre, the first commercial theatre in Siam established in 1883, 
will highlight the significant changes of dance-drama that I have outlined so far. It was
founded by Jaophraya Mahintharasakdamrong (mmsuumuvnflnfiffm, Pheng Phenkun [nb 
mnjfjci], 1821-1895, Jaophraya Mahin hereafter). In the following, I will show that, on
the one hand, this theatre was the result of the transitional forces that determined 
Siamese leisure culture from the 1830s. On the other hand, and not less important, the 
theatre, and the life of Jaophraya Mahin, also reflect the limits of these transitions in a 
number of significant ways.
The Prince Theatre ’s Dance-Drama
The Prince Theatre was initially called the Siamese Theatre and was originally a
28private troupe at Jaophraya Mahin’s residence during the reign of King Mongkut. 1 The 
Siamese Theatre was already famous for its performances, since it had King 
Chulalongkom and his foreign guests as regular audiences. The Siamese Theatre troupe 
had to go and perform at the king’s residences, and the king rewarded Jaophraya Mahin 
with money (Anake, 2004, pp. 198-199). The Siamese Theatre, thus, still operated in the 
fashion of “work that the troupe finds” (ngan ha).
The Siamese Theatre was renamed the Prince Theatre after the performance at 
the National Exhibition (Bangkok Centennial) in 1882. According to one contemporary 
admirer, the Prince Theatre was internationally renowned. It was set up for the reception 
of foreign guests, consuls, admirals, and European explorers who came to Siam 
(Jotmaihet Sayam Samai, 1883, p.50). After the centennial exhibition, Jaophraya Mahin 
saw an opportunity to set up a commercial theatre and renamed it the Prince Theatre, 
after a theatre he saw while he was an ambassador to London (Damrong Rajanubhab, 
1964, p.206). The theatre ran the show for over a decade, without an exact date when it 
was ceased. We can surmise that the Prince Theatre ended with the death of Jaophraya 
Mahin in 1895, as his son, Jaomuen Waiworanat (But Phenkun, ? -1901), continued
28It was located around the Tha Tien district in Bangkok.
29
The life of Jaomuen Waiworanat is interesting. No definitive account of his life has been 
written so far. Although he was known as the owner of the Lakhorn But Mahin, he fell significantly into 
debt. In 1900, he wanted to take his troupe to perform in Europe to clear his debt. As a government 
official (carrying the title Jaomuen), he asked a royal permission from King Chulalongkom to take a one- 
year leave. The king replied that Jaomuen Waiworanat cannot carry his title while conducting commercial 
pursuits. The latter had to resign from the title first. Jaomuen Waiworanat, as a result, resigned straight 
away, and brought his troupe for a tour in Russia and Europe. Unfortunately, the Lakhorn But Mahin was 
a failure, and Jaomuen Waiworanat was sued by his dance-drama performers. He died soon after the 
troupe returned to Siam in 1901, at a supposedly young age compared to his father (Anake, 2004, pp.193- 
194). In this sense, Jaomuen Waiworanat was of the early commercial theatres in the modern sense, as we 
cannot imagine in the Old Siam, the dance-drama performers suing the owners, who mostly were 
members of the aristocracy.
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the theatre with the name Lakhom But Mahin (“Dance-Drama of Mahin’s Son”),30 
which was the first Siamese dance-drama troupe that went to perform in Russia and 
Europe (Damrong Rajanubhab, 1964, p.207; Anake, 2004, pp. 193-194).
The Prince Theatre did not last for a long time, but it was one of the major 
historical developments in modem Siamese leisure culture. It reflects at least five major 
transformations in Siam’s dramatic arts.
Firstly, the Prince Theatre was the site for the first performances that began 
observing regular show times under the new time reckoning system discussed in 
chapters 2 and 3. The reconfiguration of time meant that dance-drama performances in 
the Prince Theatre aligned themselves to the new time perception and to the audience’s 
free time.The shows were scheduled to perform for one week, and later two weeks, per 
month. This was the origin of the word wik (in)(week) (Damrong Rajanubhab, 1964,
p.206; Chunlada, 1992, pp.252-253) a borrowed term used to call other dance-drama
o  1
troupes, and is still being used until the present. The fact that the word wik was used 
signifies the connection between new senses of time to the emergence of leisure culture. 
Arguably, the “week” (sappada) was a new unit of time that emerged only after Siam 
began to adopt the new time reckoning system32 (Chunlada, 1992, p.252). The seven 
days of the week had been named at least from the 1850s (Pallegoix, 1854, p.33), but 
there was no word to denote a week of time as a collective of seven days (Bangkok 
Calendar, 1862, p.28). The time unit of seven days—as sappada—had only just been 
recognised by this time, and became the widespread only when the solar calendar was 
adopted officially by the late 1880s (RG, 1889, p.441). Therefore, the show time at the 
Prince Theatre relied on the rearrangement of the division of work and leisure in Siam, 
which developed in the second half of the nineteenth century. The Prince Theatre was 
elite audiences’ favourite at the time. According to one audience member, the 
“[performance at the Prince Theatre] is for the relaxation of the Siamese and the 
foreigners alike during their free time [wela wang] from work” (Jotmaihet Sayam 
Samai, 1883, p.51). Moreover, from the point of view of the owner, Jaophraya Mahin
Furthermore, the name of Jaomuen Waiworanat appeared among the ambassadors and officials 
in London and Paris who signed in a suggestion letter to King Chulalongkorn in 1885 asking for the latter 
to consider governmental reform, including the introduction of the constitution to Siam (Chai-anan and 
Khattiya, 1975, p.75). In this sense, Jaomuen Waiworanat was among the reformers of his time. He also 
had a long education in British India for a long time (Anake, 2004, p.210).
3°Lakhorn But Mahin was located in Pak Khlong Talat, Phra Nakhon District, Bangkok (Anake, 
2004, p.197).
31 Even television channels in Thailand today are called “wik” due to their airing of soap operas. 
For example, Channel 3 is called “vv/A sarm” or Channel 7 is called “wik jet”, etc.
32See chapters 2 and 3.
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wanted the audience to enjoy his theatre during their free time from work (wela wang 
kitthura) (Anake, 2004, p.221). These statements reflect that a line dividing work time 
and leisure time had been drawn, and the word wela wang used here in the statement 
reflects that leisure as a category already existed in Siam in the 1880s.
Secondly, which relates to the first point, the Prince Theatre was unlike any 
other troupes, who were still running their businesses depending on the demands of the 
client, the system of “work that the troupe finds” (ngan ha), and this was true also when 
the Prince Theatre was still the Siamese Threatre before 1883. Instead, dance-drama in 
the Prince Theatre was performed according to a schedule, that is, a week in a row per 
month (Chunlada, 1992, p.252). It did not depend on the demand of a client to hire the 
troupe for special occasions as had earlier been the case. The Prince Theatre therefore 
was the first entertainment venue that was intended to be a permanent site for dance- 
drama performance and performed according to a fixed schedule. It would make the 
audiences align themselves into the schedule, and this brought about the new 
relationship between the entertainment provider and the consumer which was based on 
the new time reckoning methods.
The third transformation that relates to Siamese leisure-culture was that the 
Prince Theatre performed in a venue that was set up specifically for the purpose. The 
concept of theatre in the modern sense first emerged here. A permanent site for 
watching dance-drama was created. To be sure, this shift was not only in a physical, but, 
more importantly, also took place in a perceptual sense. The Prince Theatre did not have 
to move to another place physically, but the audience understood that the theatre was for 
the purpose of “entertainment”. Previously, when it was call the Siamese Theatre, it 
was the “dance-drama that performed at home” (lakhorn thi len yu kap ban- a^Ä'vmtjnu
ifm)and performed only occasionally for foreign guests {Jotmaihet Sayam Samai, 1883,
pp.50-51), but when the Prince Theatre was established, it transformed the art from 
dance-drama at a nobleman’s home into a show business. With this transition, an 
audience member did not go to “Jaophraya Mahin’s house” any more, but he went to 
see a “dance-drama performance in the Prince Theatre”.
Fourthly, the Prince Theatre was the first permanent theatre that collected an 
admission fee. A contemporary audience member of the theatre wrote about the theatre 
that “...I am a Siamese. I was born in Siam and now at the age of fifty or so. I have 
never seen a Siamese dance drama that collects admission fee, and I have never seen
anything like it in any record...” (Jotmaihet Sayam Samai, 1883, p.190). Additionally, 
Jaophraya Mahin did not collect fees for his theatre for merit making purposes. He 
wanted to make money out of it. He “invested” (long thun-1uy\u)(Jotmaihet Sayam
Samai, 1883, p.60) his money into the theatre and made it a business, aiming to generate 
profit. Here we can see that it confirmed the point that in modern leisure culture, the 
religious element grew separate from the pleasure element of the activity under the new 
logic of the market economy.
The fifth transition in the Prince Theatre’s dance-drama that reflected Siamese 
leisure culture was that, in order to compete in the recently emerged entertainment 
business, the Prince Theatre had to be creative to attract new clients. Dance-drama at the 
theatre changed in content and style by altering the traditional dancing styles and 
mixing together what the owner thought would attract more audiences such as 
costumes, dancing styles, stage settings, etc. As a result, Jaophraya Mahin’s dance- 
drama was called “drama of a thousand ways [lakhorn phan thang - asfmruvm]” whose
style broke away from the traditional style of dance-drama. Mattani’s observation 
supports this point that, “the movements [in performances in the Prince Theatre] were 
also simplified, and the plots and the movement made more rapid” (Mattani, 1993,
p.102).
This change in the styles was not only in the performance aspect, but Jaophraya 
Mahin also composed many new dance-drama scripts for the performances. He 
summoned Luang Phatthanaphongphakdi (Mcn<nwuYOfifnü),or Nai Tim, a specialist in
Siamese verses, to help compose the scripts for Dalang and Khun Chang Khun Phaen. 
Later Nai Timassisted Jaophraya Mahinin composing numerous scripts, including the 
Chinese classics such as Samkok (enunn), Hongsin (mumi), Tang JIan (eben), Sui Thang
(«jutn), and Buai Huai Lao (iLcjaiomtu). With Luang Phatthanaphongphakdi’s
collaboration, the Prince Theatre imported literature written for reading into the scripts 
for dance-drama such as Janthakhorop (ümilfim), Thinnawong (wanoft), Manisuriwong
(uSgl-Nft), Laksanawong (aniyan-m), Phra Samut (iwsmjw), Singha Traiphop (ttawlflinw), 
Suriyawong (qltmtf), and Sam Ruedu (mutig). The popularity of the Prince Theatre can be
seen when Luang Phatthanaphongphakdi composed a brand new dance-drama script, 
Wongthewarat (iirfimm), King Chulalongkom—who did not compose that many
dramatic scripts throughout hisreign, not to mention a parody—subsequently composed
a script of the same name as a parody to the original version. The Prince Theatre 
produced more new dance-drama scripts than any other dance-drama troupes of its time, 
and this fact shows its popularity (Damrong Rajanubhab, 1964, pp.211-212).
The Prince Theatre: Success or Failure?
How can we evaluate the Prince Theatre from the present day’s point of view? 
Was it a success, or was it a failure? The Prince Theatre, in my view, was both a success 
and a failure story. This is because one’s evaluation depends on what aspect one wants 
to focus on. The Prince Theatre stood at the conjunction of the transition in many ways, 
and it is this situation that reflects the importance of our discussion on dance-drama in 
the Prince Theatre.
Although we cannot call the Prince Theatre a commercial success, it was 
nonetheless successful in attracting new audiences. Members of the audience said “We 
are willing to pay for admission fee without feeling regret because we want to watch 
[dance-dramaat the Prince Theatre], Unlike anywhere else, the dancing styles, the 
stories and the costumes [in the Prince Theatre] are good and very enjoyable. Once you 
have watched it, you will want more...” The number of performers for each show could 
be as high over 170 male and female (Niyada, 2012b, p. 108), and the number of 
audiences attending each performance could be around 300 to 400, which was relatively 
high for the period (Jotmaihet Sayam Samai, 1883, p.51).
After a larger number of people had become part of the market economy, they 
could now afford to pay the admission fee. At around the same time as the Prince 
Theatre, there were already circuses,33 plays, images show,34 magic
33In 1882, there was a Spanish horse circus by Senor Chiarini, and staffed by Japanese 
{Jotmaihet Sayam Samai, 1882, p.l 1). In March 1892, the Australian Woodyear Circus performed in 
Bangkok {Bangkok Times, March 1892, p.2).
In 1883, there was an advertisement of a show, which was like a projection of images. The 
advertisement stated that “the western showmen {chang len nangfarang -  “imm'vivitbdfh) have arrived in
Bangkok. We will see amazing images from many countries that we have never seen before. The show is 
from Wednesday to Friday, the twelfth month, and the seventh to the ninth of the waning moon at 
songthum khrueng [8.30pm]. This show has been presented in front of many kings in Europe before” 
{Jotmaihet Sayam Samai, 1883, p.59). This show indeed could not be a movie show, as the first movie 
was in 1897 by S. G. Marchovsky in Bangkok (Barme, 2002, ch.2). The point here is that by the end of 
the nineteenth century, the show business flourished, and the rearrangement of time and space was taking 
place.
shows,35concerts,36etc. shown in Bangkok by foreigners as a part of their tour programs. 
The fact that foreign companies included Bangkok on their tour schedule shows the size 
and importance of this market. The local Siamese audience began to pursue leisure 
activities based on their time available and financial status, which were two important 
characters of modem leisure culture in Siam. People were beginning to become 
consumers who did not have to depend themselves on the Old Manpower System, and 
now they lived within the new perception of time as Siam was moving towards the 
twentieth century.
Limits o f Change and Politics under the Fifth Reign
The transitions that I have outlined so far are, of course, not smooth, nor free of 
exceptions. There were a number of limits to the changes in the dance-drama performed 
by the Prince Theatre, which could be counted as the theatre’s “failures”. These 
limitations at the same time reflected the politics and economy under the reign of King 
Chulalongkom as well.
I will discuss these limits through the Prince Theatre and the life and work of its 
owner, Jaophraya Mahin. There are at least three limits that were the result of Siamese 
high politics in the second half of the nineteenth century. The first limit related to the 
process of decline, or relaxation of the Old Manpower system. The second limit poses 
the question of the extent to which the market economy affected the transformation of 
the Prince Theatre from the troupe as “possession befitting the Siamese nobility’s 
statuses and honour”, and lastly, the failure of the Prince Theatre’s dance-drama to 
become commercially successful, despite all the new and attractive shows it performed, 
was due to its exclusion of non-elite audiences. To understand where the Prince Theatre 
was in this context, I will turn to discuss the life of its owner, whose life covered the 
period of the Old Siam to the periodof the absolutist state under King Chulalongkom.
35In 1885, a magic show was performed at the Universal Hotel (Jotmaihet Sayam Samai, 1885,
p. 148).
36In 1884,Western musicians, eight men and six women, played western musical instruments 
every night behind the Singto Department Store. It was possibly a small orchestra (Jotmaihet Sayam 
Samai, 1884, p.303).
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Jaophraya Mahintharasakdamrong and Royal Court Politics under the Fifth
Reign
Jaophraya Mahin (Pheng Phenkun) was one of the most important figures in the 
Siamese royal court, but until now he has still received little attention from historians.37 
His life spanned over seventy-four years, covering four reigns, which was very long 
compared to his contemporaries. He was a son of Luang Jindaphijit, who was ordained 
at Molilok Temple during the reign of King Rama I during the late 1800s.
When ordained in the temple, Luang Jindaphijit was assigned to serve and look 
after the young Wachirayan Bhikkhu, and was greatly admired by the latter because of 
his delicate service, and not least by his massage skills (Chunlada, 1992, p.254). This 
began the life-long relationship between Luang Jindaphijit and Wachirayan Bhikkhu, 
who later ascended the throne as King Mongkut.
When Luang Jindaphijit went to offer a massage service to Wachirayan 
Bhikkhu, he would have had his youngest son, Pheng, with him. When Wachirayan 
Bhikkhu saw the young Pheng, he began to like the boy, and asked to adopt the boy 
from the father in 1834. Pheng was thirteen at the time. That was a beginning of a 
patronage the soon-to-be king bestowed upon the young Pheng, who would later 
become Jaophraya Mahin.
At the time when King Mongkut ascended the throne in 1851, Pheng had been 
under the king’s direct patronage for almost two decades. The first bureaucratic title 
that he received when he began a job in the administration was Jaomuen 
Sanphetphakdi. After Siam signed the Bowring Treaty with Britain in 1855, he was 
assigned to join the team to London, England, as part of the diplomatic mission to 
Queen Victoria in 1857.
The closeness between King Mongkut and Jaomuen Sanphetphakdi was clear in 
the letters that the king wrote to Jaomuen in London. On the evening of Friday, the 
thirteenth evening of the waxing moon of the tenth lunar month, King Mongkut wrote to 
tell Jaomuen about the accident that occurred to the royal carriage, which made the 
carriage overturn. The king was with another four children, including Prince 
Chulalongkorn, when the carriage experienced an accident. He got two serious bruises 
on his ribs, and Prince Chulalongkorn got three cuts on the head. He told Jaomuen that
37T o my knowledge, there is no study on Jaophraya Mahin’s life and career with an integrated 
view and what little has been written often portrays his life in a rather one-dimensional view. He is mostly 
seen as the patron of Siamese dramatic art, being the owner of the Prince Theatre. On the political 
analysis, Jit Poumisak has analysed Jaophraya Mahin on the political dimension vis-ä-vis the influential 
Sri Suriyawong in Jit’s influential essay (Jit, 1980, pp. 159-270).
he did not show his injury to anyone, and he wrote to Jaomuen directly so that the latter 
would not be worried and confused with other rumours that were to be spread about this 
accident. “There are those who love me, and there are those who hate me”, the king 
wrote, “[think about the accident in a good way] the gods have helped me to see what 
people around me are really thinking. This time I can see who are honest, and who are 
not honest to me. I thank the guardian angels” (Mongkut, 1963a, pp.230-234). In his 
next letters, the king reported that Jaomuen's family was doing fine, and when Jaomuen 
wanted to reply he should write a secret letter “because [you] are my acquaintance 
[khondoem - nuimj] and part of my household [ton mean -  mnlou] I should talk to you
directly” (Mongkut, 1963b, pp.32, 34).When Jaomuen returned to Siam from London, 
he was promoted to Phraya Burutrattanaratchaphanlop (Phraya Burnt hereafter).
On the evening of 1 October 1868, King Mongkut was on his deathbed. He 
asked all the senior nobles for forgiveness, and then the nobles left the room for the 
king’s last moments. Towards the end, King Mongkut called for PhrayaBurut to be with 
him during that time. He asked PhrayaBurut to help him to lie down with the same pose 
as when the Buddha passed away, the Saiyat pose. “This is how to die”, the king told 
Phraya Burnt, and then he prayed. In that night the fourth reign ended (Thipakorawong, 
1978, pp.516-517), Jaophraya Mahin, thus, was the closest to King Mongkut, as he was 
the only person presented at the very last moment of the king’s life.
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Fig. 18
Jaophraya Mahintharasakdamrong (1821-1895)
(Niyada, 2013, p. 106).
When King Chulalongkorn ascended the throne in 1868, Phraya Burnt was 
already a senior official at the age of forty-seven. The first job in the new reign was that 
he was appointed to be in control of the Manpower Department, Krom Phra 
Suratsawadi (fmjvnsqftnfl), responsible for the registration of manpower. It was a
significant move, as before that this department, although already existed, was not very 
influential in the bureaucracy because its tasks overlapped with other ministries.
After the second coronation in 1873, however, King Chulalongkorn pursued a 
series of strategic reforms to centralise power into his faction at the court. Here 
Jaophraya Mahin became one of the most important cards for the new king. He saw the 
Manpower Department asultimately essential as it was central to the power holder in the 
court. King Chulalongkorn appointed Jaophraya Mahin as head of the department in 
1874, one year after he began to undertake reforms.
38Krom Phra Suratsawadi’s main job was to register Siamese subordinates under the Phrai 
System, so that the government can manage them.
The appointment of Jaophraya Mahin was part of the accumulation of tensions 
that brought about the Front Palace crisis in 1874.39 The conflict between the king’s 
faction and Prince Wichaichan (nsnmziirwuaiaWmty, 1838-1885)’s faction, the Front
Palace who was supported by Sri Suriyawong, came to its head. Siam, in David 
Wyatt’s words, “seemed on the brink of civil war” (Wyatt, 2003, p.178). It was no 
doubt that this crisis was, ultimately, a conflict between King Chulalongkorn and Sri 
Suriyawong, the latter being the most powerful noble of the kingdom at the time.
There are several reasons as to why King Chulalongkorn chose Jaophraya 
Mahin as the head of manpower control. Firstly, as the king was undertaking a series of 
radical changes, he needed someone sufficiently experienced upon whom to rely, so he 
chose Jaophraya Mahin, his father’s favourite, for the job. The second reason that the 
king chose Jaophraya Mahin was that, as he was also a senior who had served in the 
administration for many decades, the king relied on him and hence invited him to join 
the Privy Council and the Council of State. In the same year as the Front Palace Crisis, 
the king promoted him to Jaophraya rank with sakdina 10,000, which meant that for the 
first time the head of the Manpower Department, previously not very significant,became 
as important as the heads of the Ministry of Interior and Ministry of Defence. This, as a 
result, was the first time in history that the department was upgraded so high up in the 
bureaucratic hierarchy and the promotion was made on this scale (Anchalee, 2003, 
p. 163). The king’s move reflects how manpower had become a decisive matter, and the 
influence of Jaophraya Mahin increased accordingly. Thirdly, as a young king, King 
Chulalongkorn strategically put Jaophraya Mahin as a buffer between himself and the 
powerful Sri Suriyawong, who supported Prince Wichaichan as the Front Palace.41 This 
proved useful but difficult for the king.
The conflict between Jaophraya Mahin and Sri Suriyawong was manifested in 
the incident of Nirat Nongkhai. During the period 1875-1876, Jaophraya Mahin was 
ordered by Sri Suriyawong to suppress the Ho Rebellion in Nongkhai. On the way, he 
had his secretary, Luang Phatthanaphongphakdi, write a nirat poem42 describing the
39See details of the Front Palace Crisis in Wyatt, 2003, pp. 175-184.
w Wang na (tjmui), the Front Palace, was the royal title granted by the king for the purpose of 
power consolidation. It was basically the title of a “vice-king”. In theory, the person holding this title is 
the second most powerful after the king. It was practised since Ayutthaya period, and ended in the reign 
of King Chulalongkorn, who began to grant the crown prince system instead.
41King Chulongkorn had little power vis-ä-vis Sri Suriyawong when he ascended the throne the 
second time in the early 1873. “[...Sri Suriyawong] has been saying for many years that I will die and the 
Front Palace will become king. This he said it aloud...” (in King Chulalongkorn’s letter, 1875, cited in 
Natthawut, 1961, pp.l, 498-499).
Nirat poem is a description of travel in verses.
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problems of Bangkok’s lack of ability to administer this suppression. When the nirat 
was published in 1878, Sri Suriyawong was furious and fded a letter to the king asking 
for punishment of the author of the nirat. This incident made the conflict between 
Jaophraya Mahin and Sri Suriyawong became public, and King Chulalongkom had to 
come to conciliate (Jit, 1980, pp. 159-270).
By the middle of the 1870s, Jaophraya Mahin was in his mid-fifties. He was 
getting old. One sentence can aptly describe the life of Jaophraya Mahin at this point: 
he was new for the Old Siam under King Mongkut, but he had become too old for the 
new, modernising Siam under King Chulalongkom. This point will be shown in the 
limits to the Prince Theatre below. What we can see so far is the position that 
Jaophraya Mahin held by the 1870s to the 1880s, when he was establishing the Prince 
Theatre. In the following I will turn to the factors that contributed to the “failure” of the 
Prince Theatre to become a fully commercial theatre. These factors reflect the limits not 
only confined to the Prince Theatre, but they also show the structural changes that 
brought about the end of the traditional forms of Siamese leisure culture.
Limits to the Decline o f the Manpower System
The limits to the commercial success of Prince Theatre were due to the era in 
which the theatre was established and the life of Jaophraya Mahin himself. Indeed, the 
life of Jaophraya Mahin is crucial to understanding what was at stake economically, 
politically, and culturally in Siam in the latter part of the nineteenth century. He, and the 
theatre he owned, stood at the intersection between the “Old Siam”, surrounded by the 
nobility who preferred to keep the old order, and the “New Siam”, led by King 
Chulalongkom steering towards economic development and centralised 
administration.43 These two positions that Jaophraya Mahin was holding did not coexist 
easily. On the one hand, he saw his dance-drama troupe as being a possession that 
showed his status and honour (pradapkiattiyot), and, on the other hand, as a business 
opportunity. This was the position at the conjuncture between the Old Siam, where the 
phrai system gave him manpower for the performances in the theatre and the New 
Siam, where the market economy provided him an opportunity to take advantage of the 
system. As head of the Manpower Department with a high status, he had a large number
43David K. Wyatt (1969) has discussed this issue in detail. Kullada offers a slightly different 
alternative account of the three factions: the Old Siam, the Conservative Siam, and the New Siam 
(Kullada, 2004, eh.2).
of phrai under his control. He trained them to be performers, and made them ready to 
perform to the audiences. This limit is closely interrelated with the next one.
Limits of the Manpower System on the Market Economy
The second factor that limited the Prince Theatre to become commercially 
successful was the transitional economy that had not fully escaped the feudal bonds.
The fact that Jaophraya Mahin was a dance-drama enthusiast and a powerful noble 
enabled him to gain revenue from the business, but at the same time it was the very 
reason why the Prince Theatre could not persist. He turned his phrai into dance-drama 
performers, who could make money for him, but without paying them. In other words, 
he took advantage of the new system, the market economy, by exploiting his 
subordinates in the old system. As a result, dance-drama performers ran away to other 
powerful nobles. For example, there was a case of two female dance-drama performers 
who tried to escape from Jaophraya Mahin’s compound at three in the morning. They 
escaped by climbing on the roof to a boat where some men were waiting for them. A 
guard caught them both. When asked, they said that they were fleeing to be with another 
noble on the other side of the river. They were punished by being flogged fifty times. 
Later, the owner found out that their families also fled (.Jotmaihet Sayam Samai, 1883, 
p. l ll) .
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When there were not enough performers, the Prince Theatre could not perform 
regularly and could not make a profit (.Jotmaihet Sayam Samai, 1883, pp.51, 60). 
Jaophraya Mahin invested 80-90 chang44 or around 6,400-7,200 baht into the Prince 
Theatre, but it could make only 1,000 baht or so in return (Jotmaihet Sayam Samai, 
1883, p.60). The situation was not good for the theatre to lose more than six times the 
money it invested.
TheLimit o f Social Inclusion: The Prince Theatre as the Theatre only for the 
“Ladies and Gentlemen ’’
The Prince Theatre, although planned to be a permanent theatre venue excluded, 
rather than included, a large number of audiences, which was not the best way of 
running a business. The theatre was not open to everyone. At times, Siamese men were
441 chang = approximately 80 baht.
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not preferred by Jaophraya Mahin, but Western men were welcomed, as one audience 
member complained (Jotmaihet Sayam Samai, 1883, p. 127). Jaophraya Mahin replied 
that this was because there were occasions that male nobles went to see his dance-drama 
and “took” female dancers with them, resulting in a lack of performers and a halt of the 
scheduled performance (Jotmaihet Sayam Samai, 1883, p. 150). Another member of the 
audience declared that,
[The Prince Theatre] aimed to demonstrate Siam’s dignity [intnatm - kiattiyot]
that there is a fine dance drama to entertain the audience when they are free from 
work [nai khrao wang thura - like in the foreign countries...[The
owner] provides the comfortable performance for ladies and gentlemen 
[transliterated in Thai - mmirntmieimmu] who want to watch the show without
being jostled by the bad people whom their shirts smell, or do not wear any 
shirts at all. Now, if a respectable one goes to see the dance drama in a 
gambling house...he will feel disgusted to mix with dirty people...Ladies will 
feel uncomfortable to be jostled in the crowd with men. So ladies and gentlemen 
are willing to pay the admission fee [into the Prince Theatre for the 
convenience]... {Jotmaihet Sayam Samai, 1883, p. 190, emphases added).
The statement above reflects the theatre’s uneasy situation: while the Prince 
Theatre aimed at enlarging the audience of dance-drama troupe performances by 
investing money and collecting admission fees, on the one hand, but was simultaneosly 
reluctant do so by forbidding the lower class—the “bad people whom their shirts 
smell”—to join in with the elite’s leisure, on the other hand.
The life and time of Jaophraya Mahin tells us a great deal about Siam towards the end 
of the nineteenth century. He was a young man while Siam was about to go through a 
rapid transformation in the 1830s. By the time that he had come of age, he experienced 
the West first-hand when he joined the diplomatic team to London in 1857. He grew 
older seeing Bangkok’s expanding trade and later went on to hold high bureaucratic 
positions in the age of reform under King Chulalongkom.
Jaophraya Mahin was at the historical conjuncture, and his Prince Theatre 
reflected this very fact. He enjoyed the power and privilege being on top of the
45The reference to “work” in this statement, once again, reflects the existence of leisure as the 
time “free from work”.
hierarchical social relationship for decades, which made him able to make the Prince 
Theatre a landmark for Siamese leisure culture. But towards the last years of his life, he 
found that what he was used to and familiar with throughout his life had begun to fade 
away.
The Prince Theatre ended with the life of Jaophraya Mahin in 1895, the era 
which also closed the curtain for the old Manpower System and the traditional, pre- 
1830s forms of dance-drama. The “entertainment business” had emerged by this time, 
when the Siamese audiences spent their leisure time, the time that they were free from 
work, and money resulted from the expanding market economy, attending the 
commodified forms of leisure activities that were also expanding rapidly, as I will show 
in the next chapter.
Conclusion
The geopolitical change that brought about the Western-dominated world 
economy by the 1830s brought about the situation that revolutionised the fiscal structure 
of Siam. As a result, the major source of income for the Siamese state had changed from 
external trade into domestic taxation, and one of the taxes included was on leisure 
activities.
Across the middle decades of the nineteenth century, leisure activities went 
through the processes that turn them into commodities. These processes drew the line 
between “work” and “leisure”, and gave birth to the “entertainment” culture, especially 
in the dance-dramas where the pleasure and ceremonial parts of the performances began 
to be separated from each other.
But these transformations were not smooth and one-directional. What I have 
shown throughout this chapter is the complexity of the processes in which the 
traditional leisure activities turned into commodities.
At the heart of this transformation was not only that the work time (wela ngan) 
was commodified, but leisure time (wela wang) also became commercial leisure. The 
intensification of the market economy that resulted from the geopolitical changes from 
the 1830s transformed both work and leisure. From this moment the Siamese lives, be 
they work or non-work, came to the new social relation that was created significantly by 
the market economy.
However, the change that Jaophraya Mahin experienced did not take place 
within the court and among the elite only. Meanwhile, an expansion of the market
economy was felt in the urban areas throughout the country. As this chapter has already 
portrayed the elite view, the next chapter will be devoted to show the great dynamics of 
the leisure activities outside of the elite circle.
Chapter 5
Urban Leisure Plazas: The Formation of Siam's Leisure Economy
(1830s-1900s)
Introduction
The previous chapter has emphasised dance-drama and the role of the nobility in 
Siam from the 1830s towards the end of the century. In this chapter I will look at the 
diverse picture of the social and cultural lives of commoners in a space that I will call 
the urban “leisure plaza”, that was happening parallel to the transformations of dance- 
drama discussed in the previous chapter. Leisure plazas as zones of accumulation of 
commodified leisure activities emerged in many Siamese towns by the last two decades 
of the nineteenth century. They were a result of the expanding market economy from 
the 1830s and, moreover, became widespread thanks to the role of the immigrant 
Chinese. The features of the new urban space that I call leisure plaza were the co- 
location of gambling houses {born bia- liovimo), pawn shops (rong rap jamnam- Infu
rnh), liquor stores {ran lao-hmnTi), opium houses {rongfin- fawlu), fresh food markets 
{talat- Fima), food stalls, and brothels {sorng- <*04) in close proximity to each other. Also,
these areas were located close to transportation hubs such as railway stations and 
waterways.
In this chapter I will argue that while they have received little attention, taxation 
levied on leisure activities in the urban leisure plazas turned out to become the major 
revenue source for the Siamese state by the last decades of the century, and the 
modernising Siamese state relied heavily on the money from these activities. In other 
words, taxation of the newly emerged commodified leisure activities played a central 
role in the creation of the centralised absolutist state under King Chulalongkorn (r. 1868- 
1910).
Leisure was not peripheral, but integral to the formation of the Siamese state. 
The revenue gained from leisure plazas throughout the country became the great source
of income for the growth of Bangkok. The result of the intensification of the market 
economy by the middle of the nineteenth century, as chapter 4 has portrayed in the case 
of dance-drama, was not only that “work” became commodified, but the “non-work” 
activities of Siamese life and society came to possess an inherent economic value.
Previous economic history of Siam tends to focus on the expansion of exports 
and cash crops—i.e. rice, tin, teak, and rubber—as Siam became a part of the world 
economy in the second half of the nineteenth century (Brown, 1988; Ingram 1971; 
Pasuk and Chris, 2002; Sarasin, 1977; Chatthip and Sompop, 1984; for each major 
export, see Johnston, 1987, for rice; Punnee, 1979, for tin; Chamaichome, 1978, for 
teak). These explanations are indeed indispensable in understanding Siam’s economic 
history, but they left out the important dimension of the leisure economy that also 
contributed greatly to the economic picture of Siam.
We can consider the importance of the leisure economy by asking a question: 
when faced with market fluctuations in regard to major exports due to variable world 
market demand for commodities such as rice, rubber, teak, and tin, what were the 
Siamese government’s options in stabilising the country’s financial status? One answer 
might become apparent if we look at leisure. Towards the end of the nineteenth century, 
it became clear that revenue from taxation of leisure activities had become one of the 
country’s largest revenues. This point has been overlooked by previous historical 
studies of Siam’s economy, which place emphasis either on revenue produced by 
exportation of cash crops or other sources such as direct taxes (land tax, income and 
salary tax), and indirect taxes (import and export duties) (Rampai, 1983). In other 
words, there has been an emphasis on “work” rather than “non-work” activities as a 
determining factor of change in Siam’s economy. In this chapter the leisure activities 
will be presented as playing a central role while the Siamese state took on the taxation 
reform towards the end of the nineteenth century through to the early twentieth century.
The Emergence of Urban Leisure Plazas during the Late Nineteenth Century Siam
Urban Leisure Plazas: A Definition
The expansion of the market economy in Siam from the 1830s brought about the 
transformation of urban spaces that became visible in the last few decades of the 
century. These new urban spaces were a concentration of economic establishments that
provided leisure activities, and they played a significant part in the dynamics of Siam’s 
overall economy. The physical rearrangement of the social lives of the Siamese was 
manifested most clearly in Bangkok, but was not less significant in other major 
provincial towns.
I would call the rearrangement of these urban areas in last few decades of the 
nineteenth century the “leisure plazas”.1 These plazas were spaces where various kinds 
of economic activities co-located in a certain area and where the Siamese, the Chinese, 
and others, came to exchange and spend their non-work time. In contemporary English 
(especially North American) usage, this term “plaza” often has associations with centres 
of commerce and entertainment such as the expression “shopping plaza”. These 
commercial leisure associations, thus, are appropriate for the meaning which I wish to 
convey.
This phenomenon of emerging leisure plazas was reflected, among other things, 
in the writings of foreign visitors in Siam during the time. Writing in 1883, a Norwegian 
naturalist and traveller Carl Bock recorded the scenes in Bangkok streets not far from 
Charoen Krung Road as “one of the liveliest and most characteristic quarters of the city” 
where he saw
Chinese pawnbroker’s shops; Siamese and Chinese eating-houses...Chinese 
drug-shops; Siamese potteries; Chinese and Siamese dram-shops, where arrack 
under the name of samshu is sold as a change from arrack under the name of 
lao\ street stalls where [a Chinese seller] offers home-made lemonade, or...dish 
of boiled vegetables.. .with a choice of bits of fat pork or lean duck, or where the 
Siamese purveyor tempts the passer-by with a mixed collection of rice and 
cakes, mussels and shrimps, and dried or stinking fish (Bock, 1985, pp.42-43).
luPlaza” is a Spanish word for “public square” and “market place”. These two meanings are apt 
in conveying my definition of leisure plaza in this chapter, that is, plaza as a place for commodified 
leisure activities and a place for the customers to spend their leisure time. The English equivalent of plaza 
is “place”, which from the sixteenth century began to have meanings that lean more towards “residential 
square” and particularly “location” and “situation” which lost the association with the notion of “market 
place”. After World War II, however, North American English has picked up the word “plaza” and used it 
in association with the market place. (Oxford English Dictionary, third edition, 2006, 
[http:/Avww.oed.com/view/Entry/144864#eid29904319], accessed 4 April 2014). Here I use this word 
“plaza” following this new North American usage, as it also influences leisure culture in Thailand during 
the Cold War era. There are many department stores that have “plaza” after their names, such as Pantip 
Plaza (est.1984), in Ratchathewi District, Bangkok, and Gaysorn Plaza at the Ratchaprasong Intersection, 
Pathumwan District, Bangkok.
For Thai terms, Nuttaya Ussavaponganant, in her study of gambling houses, calls the co-location 
of leisure activities “Entertainment Centre"(sunrnam khwambanthoeng - guasiuniiuiTuiYn) and “Centre of
Cultural Entertainment” and (sunruam watthanatham khwambanthoeng - (Nuttaya,
2005).
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Food and drinks were an indispensable part of a plaza. In this area, Bock did not fail to 
notice, there were also numerous gambling-houses with Chinese folk opera or Siamese 
dance-drama located close together (Bock, 1985, p.43).
The increase of urban leisure plazas across Siam was due significantly to the 
expansion of the market economy. The result was that leisure came to be activities that 
their clients pursued by spending their money they earned, and the time they were free, 
from the market economy itself. In the following I will elaborate a glimpse of the social 
history of establishments that were typical to the plazas—gambling houses {born bia), 
spirit stalls {ran lao), opium houses (rongfin), markets {talat), and brothels {sorng).
Gambling Houses (born bia), Dance-drama and Spirit Stalls in Leisure Plazas
“...[Tjhere are three things which [the Chinese in Siam] cannot or will not do 
without”, a British diplomat wrote in 1885, “opium, spirits, and gambling” (Satow, 
2000, p.39). The urban leisure plazas indeed had the Chinese immigrants as the most 
loyal customers, but the local Siamese were not less enthusiastic. The plazas had 
gambling housesas the major feature, which were attended “by all classes of both 
Siamese and Chinese” (Bock, 1985, p.43). The picture of gambling houses was 
portrayed as
large bamboo sheds, with an attap roof, devoid of furniture, and many of them 
without even a floor, only bare earth, over which are laid mats for the players to 
sit on. Over every mat, or at least over every gambling party, stands a book­
keeper, who watches over the interests of his master, the proprietor of the den. 
(Bock, 1985, p.43)
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Fig. 19
A scene of Siamese thua gambling.2
The rearrangement of the urban areas also portrayed a co-location of many 
different institutions important for the Siamese. Sometimes the co-location was an 
unlikely one. On a Sunday morning of July 1883, Bock, led by a local guide, entered 
into a gambling house in the Bangkok district of Sampheng (anw), which was still
empty. He was shocked to see five Buddhist monks chanting in Pali in there. “Que 
diable allaient-ils faire dans cette galere?” [What the devil was he doing in that 
galley?], Bock, following a famous quote from the French playwright Moliere,' thought 
to himself with amazement (Bock, 1985, p.46). His local guide explained to even more 
of his amazement that the monks were praying for the luck of the gambling house 
owner. Bock saw a Buddha image on an altar in the gambling house, but his guide told 
him that the statue was the god of luck, not the Buddha (Bock, 1985, p.46).
satire.
2http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File%3ASiamese_gambling.gif, accessed 26 May 2014. 
3Moliere (1622-1673) was a French playwright and actor. He was hailed as the master of comic
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Fig.20
The alley of Sampheng, around the turn of the twentieth century 
(Wright and Breakspear, 1994 [1908], p.242).
Dance-dramas (Icikhoni- asm), indeed, were not confined only to the Siamese
elite like in the case of the Prince Theatre (see chapter 4), but also were enjoyed by the 
common Siamese and Chinese too. Located close by the gambling houses in Sampheng 
were Chinese folk opera performance and Siamese dance-drama. Clients of gambling 
houses would spend the interval watching dance-drama which performed by young 
females whose extravagant costume was described in detail
[The performer’s costumes were] gold embroidered, tight fitting jackets, with a 
kind of epaulette on the shoulders resembling horns, or... wings, while, on the 
fingers, they wear long artificial nail-covers, with immensely long points, 
extending five or six inches beyond the tips of the fingers, and curled at the 
point...(Bock, 1985, pp.46-47).
We can read from the costume of the performers that the theatre must be quite a 
lucrative business. Furthermore, we can read that the audiences of the dance-drama near 
the gambling houses were the winners, and they would be at ease with spending money
won from their gamble. The losers, on the other hand, would find it harder to enjoy a 
theatrical performance, if they happened to be there at all.
Some dance-drama troupes performed inside the gambling establishments 
(Nuttaya, 2005, pp.95-98). Dan B. Bradley, an American missionary, observed in the
1870s4 that the music and dance-drama performed just next to the game of gambling, 
when gambling was proceeding. There was only a thin paper screen that separated the 
performance from the gamblers and spectators of both activities (Bradley, 1884, pp.233- 
234).
Outside Bangkok, Carl Bock visited the town of Raheng (or Rehien, the 
province of Tak in present-day Thailand). He recorded that the town was the most 
important in northern Siam, with population of 9,000 (Bock, 1985, p. 130). He described 
the centre of the town where he came across a liquor stall, where samshu, Chinese 
liquor made with fermented rice, was made and sold “to be drunk on and off premises” 
(Bock, 1985, p.131). The spirit stall was located next to the gambling house, of course. 
But this time Bock also saw “men, women, and children” in the gambling house. The 
children, aged around seven or eight, were not gamblers themselves, but rather as 
curious spectators (Bock, 1985, p. 131).
4Bradley died in 1873, but the publication of his observation regarding gambling houses was 
published in 1884. I can only assume that he wrote this short note not long before his death (Backus, 
1884).
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Fig.21
A crowd was enjoying a dance-drama performance, with a spirit stall nearby.
This picture was probably taken in Samut Prakan during the first few years of the twentieth century 
(Wright and Breakspear, 1994 [1908], p.223).
Opium Houses (rong fin) in Leisure PlazasJ
In the previous chapter, I have suggested that opium trading was part and parcel 
of the expansion of the British Empire. But in the following I will show how opium was 
actually consumed on the ground. Opium houses {rong jin) also were a part of urban 
leisure plazas due to a large number of Chinese coolies and labourers who relied heavily 
on daily doses of opium. This is by no means suggesting that opium was used among 
the Chinese only. The Siamese enjoyed smoking opium too (Supapom, 1980, p.35).
5 In this chapter I consider the formation of the “leisure economy” and in this context 
I emphasise the economic dimensions of opium smoking rather than conducting a cultural analysis of this 
practice. It might perhaps seem a bit odd to regard opium smoking as a form of leisure. For example, the 
fact that Chinese coolies smoked opium to relieve the day full of toil could lead to a view that opium 
smoking was not practised in a "leisurely" way. However, in an economic analysis such as undertaken in 
this chapter, seeing opium as leisure bolsters my main argument. Opium smoking was an activity pursued 
in the sphere of non-work. The discussion of whether or not opium smoking should be seen as an activity 
of "relaxation" falls more in a cultural, not an economic, discussion and is not immediately relevant to my 
consideration of Siam’s leisure economy. My point here is that the newly emerged non-work sphere of 
life also entered the process of commodification. The new category of free time (wela wang) emerged as 
a space of commodification, whether the activities undertaken in this non-work sphere were undertaken 
in a “leisurely” way or not.
Although we have a comprehensive study of opium revenue (Supapom, 1980), 
we still lack the social history of opium houses in urban Siam during the late nineteenth 
century. What will make do at the moment is to turn and have a look at the situation in 
urban China and the Philippines in the same period, which I believe will bear a close 
resemblance to the situation in Siam. In 1876, a Japanese secretary of legation in 
Beijing travelled to the west to the province of Shanxi and estimated that seventy per 
cent of the population there, men and women, smoked opium (Brook and Wakabayashi, 
2000, p.8-9). Foreign travellers and missionaries observed of coolies’ life in Zhejiang in 
1893 that opium smoking was “both a luxury and a necessity” for their daily routine 
(Yangwen, 2005, p. 149). In Manila around the same time, a typical opium den was just 
a crowded square room with a simple setting. There were no decorations, albeit there 
was a Chinese shrine at one side of the room. A few modest stools and some closets 
were scattered around the place. A large mat was laid on the side of the bed and the 
clients lay down to smoke in a crowded bed (Yangwen, 2005, pp. 148-149). It is very 
likely that the setting of the opium establishments in Siam’s urban areas was similar to 
the ones scattered around the region to serve the Chinese and local coolies and 
labourers.
Fig.22
A drawing by the Western observer of the interior of a Siamese opium house during the middle 
of the nineteenth century (Neale, 1852, p. 150).
Not only in urban Bangkok did the leisure plazas contain opium houses; the 
provincial towns on the transportation routes, too, were major areas where leisure plazas 
emerged. As early as 1862, Adolf Bastian, a German naturalist, was travelling by boat 
from northern Burma down to Bangkok. On the way he visited the town of Rahien (the 
same town that Carl Bock visited in 1883) which stretched out along the Ping River. He 
observed that the Chinese made up a large part of the population and were concentrated 
in a “market quarter” (Bastian, 2005, p.15). This market quarter mentioned by Bastian is 
the basis for the emergence of urban leisure plazas and this process of urban 
rearrangement took place all across Siam towards the end of the nineteenth century. 
Bastian continued that “the Chinese also made their presence known through opium 
dens, as well as with gambling, for which establishments had been set up everywhere 
[in Rahien]” (Bastian, 2005, p.16).
Markets (talat) in Leisure Plazas
Markets—i.e. fresh markets and bazaars—were another important feature of 
urban leisure plazas. Markets were places where exchanges took place, and were the 
prime locations for gambling houses to set up nearby (Damrong Rajanubhab, 1919, 
P-14).
Typically, markets were located near the waterways, which were the principal 
means of transportation in nineteenth century Siam. As we have seen, both Adolf 
Bastian and Carl Bock travelled by boat on the Ping River to Raheng, the town in the 
northern part of Siam, in the 1860s and the 1880s respectively. Likewise, the market of 
Phetchaburi was described by a missionary in the 1880s:
The streets are very narrow and have no sidewalks... the stores have an open 
room next to the street, with a little porch where the salesman or saleswoman 
sits. The people who have brought articles to market for sale have arranged their 
wares on either side of the street, and now we are surrounded by fish. Pork, 
vegetables and fruits in such abundance that it is difficult to make one’s way 
among them (Coffman, 1884, quoted in Pompun, 1989, p. 125).
During the second half of the nineteenth century, markets emerged in the 
provincial towns that experienced great increase in local trade activities. These towns
were dotted along the Gulf of Siam bight, around Bangkok, and on the waterways that 
had the Chao Phraya River as the major source. On her work on the physical 
transformations of Siam in the nineteenth century, Pompun Futrakul (1989) suggests 
that the growth of market towns owed a lot to their locations. These towns sat on the 
transportation routes which connected the expanding market economy. There were two 
types of locations that enabled the markets to expand. Firstly, markets emerged in the 
towns that had more direct access to the capital Bangkok. Bulk goods could be 
transported between these towns and the commercial centres in the capital. They were 
Thonburi, Nonthaburi, Nakhon Chai Si (Nakhon Pathom), Phrapadaeng (Samut 
Prakan), Samut Sakhon, Samut Prakarn, Samut Songkhram, Ang Thong, Lopburi, 
Phetchaburi, and Ratchaburi (Pornpun, 1989, p.141). Secondly, the places that were 
spots for transhipment also emerged as market towns. Reheng was a good example of a 
transhipment town. It connected the towns in the east, namely Sukhothai, Khorat, and 
Vientiane on the Mekong in Laos to the western towns of Moulmein and Pegu in 
Burma. Another transhipment town was Uttaradit, connecting Lao and Yunnan produce 
to Bangkok (Pompun, 1989, pp. 141-144).
Among the transhipment towns, Paknam Pho (later known as Nakhon Sawan) 
was one of the most significant. The town was a confluence where the Ping and Nan 
rivers joined and became the Chao Phraya River, which made the marketplace here 
spectacular in the eyes of any observers. In 1904, Lunet de Lajonquiere, a French 
captain, accompanied Louis Finot (1864-1935), the first director of Ecole frangaise 
d'Extreme-Orient, to Paknam Pho. Lajonquiere saw the very lively markets of Paknam 
Pho and estimated the number of shops and trading establishments as more than a 
thousand; an estimation which he thought was well below the exact number 
(Lajonquiere, 2001, p.77). He saw large steamers and trading junks there transhipping 
all the products. The market there was like “a kind of Babylon” in the eyes of the 
French captain. Traders from towns in the north such as Nan, Chiang Mai, and Phrae 
came to “exchange skins, horn, torches, and aromatic resins for salt, cotton 
stuff.. .’’(Lajonquiere, 2001, p.81).For the market, he sketched in detail that,
[T]alat is situated on the Mae Ping [Ping River]’s right bank in front of the far 
edge of the mouth of the confluence in a place that.. .flood waters never reach 
and where, as a consequence, the shops of the petty merchants can be placed 
directly on the ground. They are lined up here and there on a street parallel to the 
river...The [Siamese] shopkeepers and Chinese merchants live there side by
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side. The latter are found in every population center—sellers of fancy goods, 
alcohol, pharmaceuticals, and barbers, jewellery salesman, tailors, and so on. In 
their midst live some Hindu cloth sellers, a baker, a soft drink manufacturer, and 
so forth...Woven mats hanging from shop to shop across the dusty or muddy 
street... [the sunlight] thicken all kinds of odors... (Lajonquiere, 2001, p.78).
When Lajonquiere looked further, he saw that the large crowd in the market gathered to 
watch a dance-drama performance on the stage,
The platform is decorated with multicolored flags, and the stage lit by torches 
and oil lamps. When we arrived there are three actors before the footlights, 
wearing flashy high tiara head-dresses...[Bjehind the [audience] benches, tight 
groups fill the [market] street: Chinese with bare torsos and their hair in queues 
predominate, some following the action on stage, others chatting, laughing, 
tickling the girl selling fruits whose merchandise is displayed on the crossroads 
itself or invades the neighboring restaurants. The smell of sweat, dried fish, 
garlic marinated in vinegar, tobacco, and opium wafts over this mixed crowd... 
(Lajonquiere, 2001, p.81).
The vivid picture of Paknam Pho market observed by Lajonquiere shows that the 
features of a typical urban leisure plaza—opium house, dance-drama, spirit stall, etc.— 
were prevalent by the turn of the twentieth century.
Fig.23
Paknam Pho at the turn of the twentieth century (Wright and Breakspear, 1994 [1908], p.246).
Brothels (t)oo -sorng) in Leisure Plazas
The traders who came to Paknam Pho (or Nakhon Sawan) markets, the French 
captain Lajonquiere observed in 1904, spent “a large part of their profits in the liquor 
stores and in the pockets of girls of easy virtue of whom there is no dearth” 
(Lajonquiere, 2001, p.81). Prostitution had long been an activity familiar to the Siamese 
and can be traced back as far as the Ayutthaya period, if not earlier (Daramt, 1983, 
pp.12-14). In the latter nineteenth century Siam, brothels could be found in the urban 
areas, where a great number of male workers and traders crowded, as Lajonquiere 
narrated the situation in Paknam Pho. For this reason, I take brothels to be another part 
of urban leisure plazas.
The supply followed the demand, and vice versa. An expansion of the market 
economy during this time attracted (presumably single and young) Chinese male 
workers to Siam in great numbers, plus the (presumably single and young) Siamese 
male who were recently released from the phrai system (see chapter 4). They created a 
great demand for comfort women who could provide the source of pleasure as a relief 
from all kinds of toil. In this respect, the women who provided services in the brothels 
played no small part in the expansion of Siam’s market economy (Barme, 2002, p.77).
When Carl Bock, the Norwegian naturalist whom I have mentioned above, 
visited the Bangkok district of Sampheng in 1883, he left out one fact: Sampheng was 
long known to be the “red-light district” since the beginning of the Bangkok era in the 
1780s. The district was well known in this regard, so much that there was Thai slang 
that related Sampheng to prostitution and indecency. For example, ying sampheng 
(“women of Sampheng” - Mflkriivb) means promiscuous women;jao chu sampheng
(“licentious [like the people who work in] Sampheng” - mfthub) is used to call males
who like to visit brothels (Daramt, 1983, p. 19). In 1908, registered brothels 
concentrated the most in Sampheng, hosting three-fourths of the total number of 
registered prostitutes in Bangkok (Dararut, 1983, pp. 19-21).
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Fig.24
Another scene of Sampheng around the 1900s (Van Beek, 1999, p.86).
The co-location of brothels and other features of the urban leisure plaza was 
clear. Gambling houses in Bangkok and the provincial towns were places that 
prostitutes found their customers (Dararut, 1983, pp.104-105; Nuttaya, 2005, pp. 112- 
113). The opium houses, moreover, were the prime site for prostitution. According to 
Dararut Mattariganond, prostitution in opium houses began as a massage service like 
the Turkish bath. The female masseuses in the opium houses were professionals and 
learned massage techniques from the senior masseuse. The masseuses had regular 
clients who needed to relax after arduous work, and they had to know how to prepare 
the opium for their clients to smoke too (Dararut, 1983, p.109). In another example, on 
Mahachai Road, Bangkok, a Chinese spirit stall called Suan Li (4tuhB) sold food, liquor,
music and dance show by female performers, who were also prostitutes (Dararut, 1983, 
p. 136).
This picture of brothels by the end of the nineteenth century was not unique to 
Siam. The expansion of capitalism brought about the urbanisation process that linked 
with the increase in prostitution. Singapore was another major port city where Chinese 
and Japanese prostitution followed the influx of coolie labourers who were vital for the 
growth of this British colony (Barme, 2002, p.77). In late Qing China, going out to eat, 
smoke opium and visit a brothel (Qinglo) was common for males of various 
backgrounds, including the educated male (Yangwen, 2005, p. 179). Prostitution in
colonial Bombay grew rapidly in scale by the first decade of the twentieth century. The 
number was so large that the efforts to quantify it were not possible, an observer 
remarked (Chandavarkar, 1994, pp.97-98).
The Impacts of Urban Leisure Plazas
What is the significance of the change of urban towns that I have outlined so 
far? The emergence of urban leisure plazas in later decades of the nineteenth century in 
the Siamese urban areas, I would argue, transformed the landscape of leisure activities 
in Siam, as the expansion of the market economy turned leisure time and leisure 
activities into commodities (chapter 4). Leisure came to possess an inherent economic 
value, which rendered the character of “non-work” activity to contain a quality that was 
the opposite of “work”. Free time here was the time free from work in rice mills, in 
grocery shops, at the ports, in the tin mines, or any kind of work that became part of the 
market economy that connected to the networks of larger, international markets.
There are at least two interrelated dimensions to this phenomenon. Firstly, the 
emergence of leisure plazas was based upon a process of the spatial reconfiguration of 
urban centres. This change impacted the ways in which leisure activities were pursued 
in a significant way. We can think about a few examples here. Previously, activities like 
dance-drama had been performed as part of special occasions or Buddhist ceremonies, 
and took place in homes or in the temples. But by the late nineteenth century, 
performances began to move and concentrated in the area where transportation and 
settlements were developed, in the precincts where the clients were abundant, and the 
places where the law allowed dance-drama to perform. Another example was liquor 
drinking. While Siamese locals and Chinese immigrants could brew their own drink at 
home because basic ingredients (i.e. sugar and rice) could be obtained easily, by 1887 
they had to change the habit into drinking outside of the house because home-brewing 
became illegal, called lao thuean (mMou), unless they had paid the tax (Yaowapha,
1989, pp.47-50).6 As Carl Bock observed a liquor store in Raheng in the 1880s that
6This can be seen in the court cases filed under the Finance Office Department. Most cases come 
from illegal house brewers who did not have the license. This practice continued into the early twentieth 
century, when Prince Naritsaranuwattiwong wrote in 1932 that the origin of “fermented medicine” (ya 
dorng- tnfttu; by mixing fermented liquor with herbs) stalls which could be seen in great number in 
Bangkok were actually those who avoided spirit tax (Damrong Rajanubhab andNaritsaranuwattiwong, 
1990, p.146). We can still see thisya dorng stalls in Bangkok today, enjoyed mostly by immigrant 
workers, such as at the construction sites and in the patrol stations scattered around Bangkok and urban 
areas acorss Thailand.
148
clients drank samshu, the Chinese fermented rice spirit, on the premises (Bock, 1985, 
p. 131).
The second dimension of the urban transformation was that, along with the 
spatial dimension, there was a parallel process of temporal reconfiguration of urban life. 
This reason connected directly to the Siamese state’s revenue system. The system of tax 
farming will be explained below. Here I will show briefly the necessity of adopting the 
Western time in Siam’s taxation system. The major character of modem leisure culture 
in Siam, as has been shown in chapter 2, is that leisure was clocked and calendared. 
After Siam became a part of the world market led by the West, scheduled time 
according to the twenty-four hour clock and the Western calendar was important, as it 
facilitated Siam’s own bureaucratic matters, especially relating to taxation.
The temporal reconfiguration was a two-way interaction. For the government, 
regulating time and dates within the administrative apparatuses that were in charge of 
taxation was cmcial. The clearest example was the establishment of the Finance Office, 
Hor Ratsadakornphiphat (woftjgifnwiwu) in 1873. When it was set up, the most important
task was that it made the officers follow a set work time, 10am to 4pm, and designated 
work place, or later called “op-fit" (o o v lr lf i)  for the officers (Yaowapha, 1989, p.41). For
the common people, if they wanted to contact any government institutions, they had to 
follow the time and place announced by the government. For example, tax fanners were 
required to go to the Finance Office (or the designated office in the case of the 
provinces) to auction for the right for to be a tax farmer. This regulation also applied to 
the other transactions that the tax farmers wanted to conduct with the state.
Commodified leisure activities, therefore, had to follow this adjusted 
temporality. Leisure businesses in the plazas by the end of the nineteenth century ran 
according to the twenty-four hour clock time and the taxation system organised around 
them had to follow the state’s regulations. The Royal Decree on MahorasopTax in 1893 
stated that the performance license could only be obtained in the designated place (RG, 
1893, p.72). The same applied to opium tax (RG , 1893, p.85-87), spirit tax (RG , 1893, 
p.87-88), and lottery tax (RG, 1893, pp.94-96).
After 1887, time spent in gambling houses began to be regulated. The 
regulation of time was important because the government could plan to collect revenue 
accordingly. Here the people— clients and service providers—who were involved in the 
market economy in urban leisure plazas had to synchronise themselves into the state’s 
regulated time. For example, the regulation for the dance-drama license in 1898 stated 
that “those who wish to stage a performance.. .must come to ask for permission at the
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district office. They must show what, where, and from what time until what time [it will 
take place]” (RG, 1899, p.12). In 1900, for those who wished to operate a spirit tax farm 
in Bangkok, they had to lodge the application “at the metropolitan office, from 10am to 
10pm, except on Sunday, which is the weekend and the office is closed” (RG, 1899, 
p.715). A year later, the Royal Decree on Gambling Tax defined a “day” (Tu -wan) in
terms of days when gambling businesses were allowed to open that a day “consisted of 
12 hours: from yam kham [trim -6pm] to yam rung [th^-6am] and the extra hours
counted as a day” (RG, 1902, p.5).
The Formation of the Leisure Economy
The Leisure Economy as the Major Source o f Revenue for the Siamese State
The emergence of urban leisure plazas that I have outlined so far would not bear 
such great significance had it not been the major revenue of the Siamese absolutist state 
under King Chulalongkom. The revenue from leisure activities pursued in urban leisure 
plazas was, by the turn of the twentieth century, among the main sources of revenue for 
Siam. Put together, I call this accumulated revenue the leisure economy.
It is true that if we look at each of the leisure activities separately, the revenue 
from each of them varied greatly. We need to group them together, as revenues from 
some tax farms were higher than the others. For example, tax levied from dance-drama 
performances in a year was relatively small compared to, say, the money earned from 
sugar farms. But this is when we focus only on a particular kind of leisure tax farm. 
Previous studies have focused on each leisure activity in detail: Warren (2007) and 
Nuttaya (2005) on gambling; Supapom (1980) on opium revenue; Pornpun (1989, ch.3) 
on markets in provincial towns; Yaowapha (1989) on spirit revenue; and Dararut (1983) 
on brothels. They are attempts to fill the gaps in Siam’s social and economic history, but 
I think there is a need to step back and see the bigger picture by putting each activity 
into the same category of leisure economy. There is a need to bring leisure into the 
centre stage.
It has been accepted, rather coyly, by economic historians that revenue from 
leisure constituted close to a half of the overall revenue from the 1830s (Sarasin, 2005, 
p.220; Somphop, 1989, p.99) and towards the end of the century the situation did not 
change much. Let us look at the figures.
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From the figures, it should not be an overstatement to suggest that revenue from 
taxation levied from the leisure economy made the Siamese state able to maintain 
economic stability and thus able to exercise its ruling mechanism powerfully. The 
commodified “non-work” activities were not just about having fun, but they had 
become the largest single sector of government revenue by the turn of the twentieth 
century. As table 4 shows above, from 1894 to 1902 the leisure economy, particularly 
gambling, liquor, and opium tax, made up close to a half of the state’s revenue every 
single year, varying from 43.8 to 50.6 per cent. This is no small amount of money.
In the following I will take an economistic view to elaborate in detail the 
Siamese state’s role in each activity in the leisure plaza, focusing particularly on the role 
of Chinese immigrants in leisure economy.
Gambling Houses (Bom Bia) and the Role o f the Chinese in Urban Leisure
Plazas
The emergence of urban leisure plazas and the leisure economy in Siam was in 
great part due to the Chinese immigrants, and one of the most important components of 
the leisure economy was revenue from gambling houses. Two recent studies have 
discussed gambling in Siam extensively. James Warren (2007) focuses on the Siamese 
government’s policy towards gambling, which changed from a once-acceptable activity 
until the abolition of thegambling tax farm in 1917. He portrays a process that the 
Siamese state undertook to close gambling houses across the country from the late 
1880s to 1917 with difficulty, for gambling generated a large amount of revenue. In 
short, he explains the Siamese state’s reluctance towards gambling during this time 
(Warren, 2007, ch.3). Another study by Nuttaya Ussavaponganant (2005) offers a 
comprehensive account on gambling houses from 1824-1917 from a socio-cultural 
perspective. Nuttaya heavily emphasises the immigrant Chinese as they played an 
important role in the growth of what she has called “Entertainment Centre” (sun mam 
khwambanthoeng- gudiinfiimmuib) in Bangkok in her period of study. The study
painstakingly elaborates the complex relationship of the Chinese tax fanners and the 
Siamese elite, and the ways in which the Chinese tax farmers ran the gambling houses 
along with other businesses, such as pawn shops and liquor stores (Nuttaya, 2005, ch.4).
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Fig-25
An example of gambling scene (Van Beek, 1999, p.108).
For our purpose, the importance of the discussion on gambling is twofold.
Firstly, although tax from gambling had been recorded as government revenue at least 
from the Ayutthaya period (Warren, 2007, p.32), it had not previously contributed 
significantly to the gross revenue of the state. Tax levied from gambling farms was 
documented during the late seventeenth century, where the government pursued a 
hands-on policy, monopolising the revenue and separating Chinese gamblers from the 
local Siamese.The gambling houses were set up and controlled mainly for Chinese 
traders who frequented the Siamese ports. The first gambling tax possibly began 
between 1688 and 1756 (Kanchana, 1987, pp.8-12). During the time, there were two 
types of gambling houses. One was the “Royal Gambling Flouses” (born luang- u’swia^)
and the other was “Monopolised Gambling Houses” (bon phuk khat- lioimnnj'm). The first
was gambling houses where the king granted permission for the Chinese to gamble 
under the government’s close inspection. The second type emerged after the number of 
the Royal Gambling Houses had increased (Kanchana, 1987, pp.9-10).
y
However,the traditional gambling revenue, calling hua bia (vnmti), from these
two kinds of gambling houses, was not aimed to be government revenue. The hua bia 
was collected as a commission fee from gamblers, and used only to cover the 
maintenance cost of each gambling house (Kanchana, 1987, p.10). It was after the
income from the gambling houses began to increase rapidly, that the Monopolised 
Gambling Houses emerged and the Chinese tax farmers auctioned for the right to gain 
monopoly in collecting gambling fees in a given gambling house. While gambling 
farms became more widespread as government revenue from the eighteenth century 
onward, it was still not a prominent feature of the government income because the 
major economic activity for the Siamese rulers was maritime trading, not yet domestic 
taxation.
Gambling began to wear the cloth of modern leisure when it was placed under 
the taxation system which connected to the capital accumulation policy around the 
1830s and the 1840s. Gambling, among other activities, represents the modem leisure 
culture of Siam, which generated income that came from the intensifying market 
economy.
The second importance of our discussion about gambling was that theleisure 
economy contributed greatly to the creation of the Siamese absolutist state. The Siamese 
kings, beginning from King Chulalongkorn, began to consider the commoners’ leisure 
culture, including gambling, more seriously, as it generated large revenue. Moreover, 
the state’s attitude towards gambling was a vague and arbitrary one. It was only 
froml887 that the state under King Chulalongkorn began to initiate the policy on 
closing gambling houses, which took three decades until the closing of the last 
gambling house, and gambling was made illegal altogether. In this sense, King 
Chulalongkorn’s Siam was funded in large part by leisure activities.139
The Overseas Chinese Immigrants and the Increase in Gambling Tax Farms
The overseas Chinese immigrants played the biggest part in the expansion of 
gambling house business in Siam. They contributed to the government’s revenue by 
being both the gambling tax farmers and the clients of gambling houses. From the 
beginning of the Bangkok era, there was an influx of Chinese immigrants to work as 
wage labourers following the growing cash crop trade, from sugar cane and later on rice 
planting between Siam, China, and the European colonies in the region. Apart from 
growing cash crops, other Chinese pursued various economic activities such as 
shopkeeping, tin mining, brick kilns, metalworks, distilleries, boatyards, etc. Siam’s 
economy began to expand as it was turning into the major rice producer for the world
139 Seeaccounts on gambling tax farm in Damrong Rajanubhab (1922) and Kanchana (1987).
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market. Throughout the nineteenth century, the number of Chinese immigrants had risen 
dramatically, as Skinner suggests,
Table 5
Select Number of Chinese Immigrants 
and Total Siamese Population (approx.)
Chinese immigrants Total population
1822 440,000 2,790,500
1827 800,000 3,252,650
1835 500,000 3,620,000
1839 450,000 3,000,000
1849 1,100,000 3,653,150
1854 1,500,000 6,000,000
1858 n/a 5,000,000
1862 1,750,000 7,000,000
1864 n/a 4,000,000
1878 1,750,000 7,000,000
1885 1,500,000 5,900,000
1890 3,000,000 10,000,000
1891 500,000 n/a
1892 1,500,000 5,900,000
1894 900,000 9,000,000
1900 600,000 n/a
1903 700,000 5,000,000
1907 1,400,000 6,000,000
1910 1,200,000 n/a
1912 400,000 6,020,000
1916 1,500,000 n/a
Source Skinner, 1986, p.68-69.
The above data is not a complete set, and only quantified in approximation. But 
it shows a more or less steady increase of Chinese immigrants and the increase in the 
ratio of Chinese immigrants to the total Siamese population. Especially from 1839 to
1849, the percentage of the Chinese immigrants to the total Siamese population doubled 
from fifteen to thirty percent. This surge shows the active participation of Chinese in the 
gambling houses which gave the Siamese state the opportunity to levy tax on them.
The Chinese were not part of the phrai system (see chapter 4) and as a result 
they could pursue economic activities with more freedom compared to their Siamese 
counterparts. The state, nonetheless, imposed the triennial head tax (phuk pi- wnil) on the
Chinese, but the amount was little. From 1828 to 1909, the Chinese had to pay head tax 
4.25 baht once every three years (Nuttaya, 2005, p.20).140 This amount was very low, 
especially when we consider the Chinese as “pioneers of a market economy” (Pasuk and 
Baker, 2009, p.33).141The market economy changed the labour structure as Siamese 
men and women were increasingly required to spend time in rice production, instead of 
doing corvee labour as had been the case under the phrai system.
From the 1830s, gambling tax farm was included as another official type of tax 
and the government increasingly relied upon this new type of revenue. Furthermore, 
there was an increase in the scope of taxation on gambling. For example, King Rama III 
(r. 1824-1851) established the Chinese Gambling Tax Farm{hornbia jin- lisum^u) as a
new type of tax to harvest from the widespread Chinese gambling houses.
By the reign of King Mongkut (r. 1851-1868), gambling was the favourite game 
among the Chinese and Siamese alike, and the king saw this as a great opportunity to 
gather this generous income. Fie expanded the scope of gambling farms from the 
previous gambling houses and huai (vnu) lottery to other kinds of gambling such as
cockfighting (kaichon- Irmi) and fish fighting (plakat- dmn>i), and imposed this new
taxation on forty provinces around Bangkok and the northern region of southern Siam 
(Kanchana, 1987, pp.47-50). Tax revenue from this enlarged scope by the last year of 
the king’s reign, in 1868, was substantial. From the total income of 2,874,236 baht,
140The Chinese head tax was the triennial tax that the immigrant Chinese had to pay because they 
did not have to pay the corvee labour to the Siamese government like the Siamese phrai. The reason that 
it was called phuk/riwas because after an individual Chinese had paid the tax, the Siamese official would 
tie (phuk- wn) a ramie (later on changed to red ribbon) around his left wrist as evidence that he had paid. 
The officer would seal the ramie with a lac and stamped with official emblems. The Chinese head tax 
began in the reign of King Rama II (r. 1809-1824). The rate of the head tax began at 1.50 baht. In the reign 
of King Mongkut (r. 1851-1868), the rate had increased to 4.25 baht, and 6.50 baht for any Chinese who 
did not wish to have their wrists tied. In 1908, the Chinese head tax system went through a reform and the 
tying of the wrist discontinued (Supaporn, 1980, p.34).
141Nevertheless, Puangthong (1995) argues that there is a need to stress the role of the Siamese 
and other local populations who retrieved forestry goods and stimulated the economy and trade in the 
Korat Plateau and trans-Mekong basin during the 1767-1851. Their role contributed greatly towards the 
economic recovery of Bangkok after the fall of Ayutthaya in 1767.
revenue from tax farms was as high as 599,400 baht, almost a quarter of the gross 
revenue (Warren, 2007, 35).
Chinese Tax Farmers
The right to be a gambling tax farmer belonged to Siamese nobles or Chinese 
who were already successful in capital accumulation since the days of the junk trade 
between Siam and China in the 1830s-1840s. For example, Phraya Inakon (wstnou
0 im)who had become wealthy from the junk trade since the reign of King Rama I (1736-
1809), became a gambling tax farmer during King Rama Ill’s reign. Phraya 
Choduekratsetthi (msuiNgfu'mftiuf, 1826-1894), a Chinese Hakka immigrant, also junk
trade merchant, invested in a gambling house business. There were also co-investments 
of smaller merchants in this business too (Nuttaya, 2005, pp.81-85). The Chinese tax 
farmers secured licenses to run gambling businesses from the Siamese government and 
further subleased them to smaller tax farmers. Nuttaya has explained in detail how the 
large and small gambling houses operated (Nuttaya, 2005, ch.4). The point here is that 
by the middle of the nineteenth century onwards, the gambling house business expanded 
rapidly. The number of gambling houses reported in studies relating to gambling houses 
seems to vary,142 but a general increase showed a strong connection between the 
expansion of the market economy and overall revenue from gambling tax to the 
Siamese state.
The successful Chinese tax farmers must have had a close relationship to the 
Siamese nobles, hence running businesses under the latter’s patronage. Notable Chinese 
tax farmers owned many businesses at the same time. For example, Luang 
Udonphanphanit (rttn^ qfumu'nmuv) was a Chinese tax farmer in gambling, spirits, and
opium and also owned rice mill, shipping, and saw milling businesses under the 
patronage of Jaophraya Rattanathibet (winisoifauuimpr?) and Prince Damrong Rajanubhab
(Sirilak, 1978, pp.54-55). Phraya Rattanasetthi (mztnftmifrcuj) a Chinese tin mining tax
farmer was supported by the powerful Somdet Jaophraya Borommahaprayunwong (Dit 
Bunnag) (mji^mmsmuiuuuNistpW [flenjumn], 1788-1855) who held the title Phra
Khlang, the Treasurer, under King Rama II (Kanittha, 1991, p.44).
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142An oft-quoted figure is by 1891 there were 413 gambling houses in Bangkok, in increase from 
100 in 1836 (Nuttaya, 2005, p.66; Kanchana, 1987, p.75).
After 1855, another generation of Chinese immigrants who did not participate in 
the junk trade during the period 1830s-1840s came to participate in Siam’s economy. 
They took the opportunity to become entrepreneurs and began accumulating capital by 
auctioning to become tax farmers and started various businesses. With the continuing 
increase in the Chinese population from immigration and the release of Siamese labour 
from the phrai system, the gambling business expanded into other geographical areas 
that the market economy reached, bringing the opportunity for more revenue for the 
government. In 1862, the government changed the fee regulation in the gambling house 
from one baht entry fee to deducting ten per cent tax for every baht a gambler won 
(Nuttaya, 2005, pp.64, 92-94). In 1872, the government began to reform the gambling 
tax in order to gain more revenue by expanding the scope of taxation into the small 
gambling houses (Nuttaya, 2005, pp.84-85). A year later, in 1873, King Chulalongkom 
established a Finance Office, Hor Ratsadakomphiphat, to control all tax farms in the 
kingdom, including the gambling tax.143 From this point on, the Finance Office became 
the most important state institution that undertook policies in order to harvest 
substantial income from gambling taxation.
Pawn Shops (Tong rap jamnam)
I have not discussed pawn shops above, but perhaps it would be helpful to 
mention this institution in passing. Due to the lack of available historical sources, I am 
unable to portray a more comprehensive picture of the pawn shops. But perhaps we can 
say that pawn shops helped the economic transactions in the urban leisure plazas to run 
smoothly, especially relating to the gambling houses.
It is not difficult to imagine that, if a gambler lost all his money from his 
gambling, he was faced with two choices: either going home broke to his family, or 
turning to the pawn shop. The latter case was prevalent as the pawn shop provided 
incentives for the gambler to take another chance, and pawn shops were located 
wherever a gambling house was present. A typical pawn shop front was set up with a 
bamboo blind, as customers indeed would not want to show other people their need to 
be in the shop (Nantana, 1985, p.28). The state took control of the pawn shop business 
in 1901, and decreed the regulation following the practice in the Strait Settlements, 
Hong Kong, and the French colony of Saigon. The number of pawn shops registered
143King Chulalongkom undertook a fiscal reform fully aware of the power of the Bunnag family. 
See discussion of the king’s move in detail in Kullada, 2004, pp.52-54.
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rose from 44 in 1901 to 85 in 1906 (Nantana, 1985, pp.51, 108-116). This figure is the 
official one, however. There were also money lenders who ran this business in the 
gambling houses and they were not legally registered, in order to avoid paying tax 
(Nuttaya, 2005, p.90). Pawn shops helped facilitate the small-scale market economy, 
and gamblers relied on them. Along with the spirit stalls, they could be seen in leisure 
plazas.
Fig.26
A spirit stall during the turn of the twentieth century Siam (Van Beek, 1999, p. 108).
Revenue from Opium Houses
Among the sources of revenue generated from urban leisure plazas, the tax 
levied from opium was the highest and the most important during the latter half of the 
nineteenth and through to the early twentieth century (see tables 1 and 2). The Siamese 
state, indeed, saw the great benefit from opium and monopolised this commodity right 
from the beginning. This opium economy began in large part from the expansion of 
British imperialism in Asia. The major success of the colonial British in Asia was to 
secure opium trade in countries along the route to China, including Siam. The Bowring 
treaty that Siam signed with Britain in 1855 abolished the limit of opium imports to 
Siam, resulted in an ever-increasing amount of opium to Siam’s domestic market 
(Supapom, 1980, p.44).
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Unlike the studies of opium in China,144 we do not have a complete study of the 
history of opium in Siam. Nevertheless we have a comprehensive study on the 
economics of opium that is very helpful (Supapom, 1980), showing that opium trading 
became legal from the reign of King Mongkut (r. 1851 -1868) (Supapom, 1980, p.32). 
Like gambling, opium tax farmers were mostly Chinese and in many cases owned a 
gambling house, an opium house, and other businesses in the leisure plaza at the same 
time.
From 1855 until the end of the nineteenth century, the Chinese tax farmers were 
in charge of delivering revenue from opium to the state. The process of the distribution 
of opium in Siam was: after the government had imported raw opium (fin dip - M u ) ,  it
then went on to make opium ready to be consumed, which was called“cooked opium” 
(fin suk. - flufin).145 This processed opium was to be sold to the licensed tax farmers that
were allowed to resell opium to each of their designated areas. These tax farmers had to 
auction for the one-year license to sell opium, and were obliged to deliver an agreed 
amount of income to the government. When the year ended, the new auction would be 
held again. This was a system aimed to guarantee state revenue.
The Siamese state moved step by step to create a system that could guarantee 
stable revenue for itself. In the period 1890-1891, there were twenty-nine towns across 
the country where opium was legally sold for consumption. All of the tax farmers in 
these provinces were either Chinese immigrants or members of the Siamese elite 
(Supaporn, 1980, pp.73-74). 146By 1893, tax farmers were allowed to auction for a three- 
year license, an extension from the one-year license previously. This change affected 
the structure of opium tax farmers by this time. The number of private opium tax 
farmers decreased, and resulted in the situation that one tax farmer won the license to 
distribute opium for consumption in more than one province, and excluded smaller tax 
farmers from the business (Supaporn, 1980, p.79).
144Some of the useful works on the social and economic history of opium in China are Yangwen 
(2005); Brook and Wakabayashi (2000); Trocki (1990) focuses on Singapore in connection to China; 
Wakeman (1978) gives a big picture on opium and trade in China in the nineteenth century. The Opium 
War is also a topic of popular interest such as for Lovell (2011).
145There was an exception for Phuket, where tax farmers were allowed to buy raw opium from 
the government and process it themselves (Supaporn, 1980, p.70). The booming of tin mining in Phuket 
attracted a large number of Chinese coolies, and they made up a great demand for opium (Supapom, 
1980, p. 113).
146They were Bangkok, Ayutthaya, Phetchaburi, Ratchaburi, Chachoengsao, Samut Prakan, 
Chanthaburi, Chonburi, Nakhon Chaisi (Nakhon Pathom), Chumphon, Nakhon Ratchasima, Nakhon Si 
Thammarat, Chaiya (Surat Thani), Songkhla, Krabi, Sawitako (Chumphon), Kanchanadit (Surat Thani), 
Trang, Lang Suan (Chumphon), Phatthalung, Twenty-one Northern Cities, Takua Pa (Phang Nga), 
Samui/Pha Ngan Islands (Surat Thani), Khiri Rat Nikhom (Surat Thani), Takua Thung (Phang Nga), 
Phang Nga, Phuket, Ranong, and Sisophon (in Cambodia today) (Supapom, 1980, pp.73-74).
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Apart from the small-scale tax farmers, this situation was not good for the 
government either. The three-year license made the big tax fanners too influential, and 
possibly could become a threat for the state. In order to fix this problem, King 
Chulalongkorn reformed the administrative system and rearranged the provinces into 
each monthon (uonia)I4/ between 1896 and 1898. This reform also affected the tax
system on opium, and resulted in an increase in the state’s income, and at the same time 
put the big opium tax farmers under control (Supaporn, 1980, pp.88-90).
By 1907, the Siamese state stepped in to control opium revenue by cancelling 
the Chinese tax farmer altogether, and nominated government officials to collect tax 
instead of the private individuals. The state began with the provinces in the Central 
Plain by announcing the end of the Chinese tax farming system in 1908 (Supaporn,
1980, p. 157). This policy made the revenue from opium into the state’s treasury 
increased dramatically as we can see in table 1: the opium tax surged from 8.87 to 16.56 
million baht from 1906 to 1915. This increase was the biggest leap compared to the 
previous years.
There is a need for more nuanced studies on opium revenue and the expansion 
of the Siamese state during the latter part of the nineteenth to the early twentieth 
century. At this point, it is safe to say that opium as a part of the leisure economy made 
a significant contribution to the development of the economy of the absolutist state 
under King Chulalongkorn.
Markets (falat) as Centres o f Economic Exchange in Urban Leisure Plazas
We have seen above that the market (talat) was an indispensable part of leisure 
plazas. The emergence of plazas was not confined within Bangkok, but the provincial 
towns, too, witnessed the transformation of the leisure landscape. As Siam’s economy 
increased in size, the Central Plains, the South, the North and the Northeast of Siam 
turned into a vast economic area, in whose towns and cities leisure businesses 
mushroomed accordingly. For the Central Plains, mobility was facilitated by waterways. 
For the North and the Northeast, railways played an important part as a means of 
transportation.148
147Monthon was the term for an administrative circle under the Provincial Administration 
(Thesaphiban) during the period 1892-1915 (Tej, 1977).
148See chapter 3 for the roles of Siamese railways.
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Provincial markets had become important centres of the economic and cultural 
life of the Siamese across the country by the turn of the twentieth century. The 
economic activities in and around the market were intertwined. Thus it was not 
uncommon that the owner of the market owned a gambling house and was also a tax 
farmer at the same time. For the owners of leisure businesses, revenue from the market 
relied heavily on how successful the gambling house was, and vice versa.
Total revenue from the market was not large compared to other kinds of 
activities in leisure plazas. But the most important function of markets everywhere was 
location: the location that attracted clients to spend their money and their time in the 
leisure businesses that the plazas provided.
Fig.27
A street hawker, a food stall, and a river market scene at the turn of the twentieth Siam 
(Wright and Breakspear, 1994 [1908], p.245).
Before the 1880s, local inhabitants owned most of the provincial markets. Tax 
from market activities was under the supervision of tax collectors. Interestingly, in the 
case of nominating the market supervisor (jao talat- mama) for the markets, mostly
women were chosen to do the job. The market supervisor collected tax money from 
each of the vendors, and delivered the sum to the tax collector. Adolf Bastian, a German 
naturalist, recorded as early as 1863 that female tax fanners were assigned to collect tax 
from the sellers and buyers in the market. “All market sheds covered with bamboo
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roofs, where selling goes on from early until late, are subject to the same [tax]”
(Bastian, 2005, p.248). Bastian does not say which market it was, but he seems to 
suggest that it was the general rule for every market. Instruments of trade such as kilns 
for potters, hearths for smiths and gold workers, furnaces for foundry, the ovens of rice 
cake bakers or ovens used for drying water containers and brick kilns, were all 
subjected to tax. Market tax was levied from the produce sold in the market until 1859, 
when it was replaced by tax on boats, building and rafts. This latter kind of tax would be 
on any type of establishment used as warehouses or gambling houses (Wilson, 1970, 
p.988).
After 1887, the government began regulating the overall revenue system by 
cutting down the number of tax farmers, and replaced them with the government’s men, 
like in the cases of gambling houses and opium above. As a result, the local market 
supervisors were forced into debt, and eventually out of business, having to sell the 
market to the government, such as the situation in Ratchaburi and Songkhla (Pompun, 
1989, pp.215-217). These government-owned markets were called talat luang (eicnemcno).
But the government could not afford to invest in the provincial market alone, as 
it had so many projects to invest in, such as the construction of railways for 
administrative and political reason to secure effective control over provincial areas.149 
The government instead promoted private investment, or the direct investment from the 
Privy Purse Department (phra khlang khang thi- rosnaTtf-wi), which was the king’s
personal revenue and expenditure. The government-owned markets became the Privy 
Purse Market (talatphrakhlang khangthi- naiemssnajumi) in the towns of Songkhla,
Nakhon Sri Thammarat, Phatthalung, Phuket, Ratchaburi, Phetchaburi, Nakhon Pathom, 
Ayutthaya, Ang Thong, Phichit, Pitsanulok, Nan, etc. (Pornpun, 1989, pp.221-223). As 
the revenue from the Privy Purse was directly from the king, and as the gambling house 
was an “indispensable” feature of the market (Pornpun, 1989, p.231), it might lead one 
to wonder if King Chulalongkorn himself could be seen as investing directly in the 
gambling business.
Spirit Revenue and the Road to the State ’s Monopolisation
Spirit drinking has been part of the Siamese culture for so long that it could not 
be ignored if one talks about the Siamese “non-work” activity. A saying goes, “there are
Siam obtained 8 million pounds of foreign loan between 1905 and 1909 (Brown, 1997, p. 177).149
two kinds of day that a Siamese will drink: on a sunny day, and on a rainy day” 
(Nantana, 1985, p.7). From the beginning of the Bangkok era, the spirits that were 
typical for the Siamese can be divided into two types: fermented liquor (lao chae- m£ura,
with alcohol ten to fifteen percent), and distilled liquor (lao klan- mainau, with an 
alcohol content higher than fifteen percent, also known as lao khao- mafim), bothare
mostly based on sugar and glutinous rice, but also other ingredients such as taro or 
coconut (Nantana, 1985, pp.l 1-12).
The spirit farm system was similar to other kinds of leisure activity, and the total 
revenue the state gained was second only to opium revenue (see tables 1 and 2). The 
Chinese auctioned for the right to become a spirit tax farmer, and had to deliver the 
agreed amount of spirit revenue to the government.150 But before the reign of King 
Chulalongkom, there was no spirit tax rate. This resulted in the arbitrary rate set by the 
tax farmers on the spirit consumers-, which generated great fortune to the Chinese tax 
farmers (Yaowapha, 1989, pp.14-15). By the 1830s, there was also an increase in 
imported spirits. Phraya Anuman Rajadhon noted that “[by then] almost every 
[Siamese] household bought imported spirit” (Anuman Rajadhon, 1963, p.77).
By the turn of the twentieth century, similar to cases of gambling houses, opium 
houses, and markets, the state moved in to control revenue from liquor selling. From 
1909 onwards, the state began monopolising revenue from spirits sales in Bangkok and 
restricted spirit production to a few big distilleries, such as in Thonburi, Ayutthaya, 
Nakhon Ratchasima, Songkhla, and Chiangmai (Yaowapha, 1989, p.101).
All in all, revenue from liquor sales also contributed to the overall leisure tax 
and the state policy from the time of King Chulalongkom began monopolising spirit 
more and more. By 1910, the government allowed only one distillery to operate in 
Bangkok, which was Bang Yi Khan Distillery (Yaowapha, 1989, p.56). Tax from spirit 
consumption, therefore, was one of the major revenues of the Siamese leisure 
econonmy.
*50During the 1820s to the 1830s there were 73 towns where spirit tax farmers were officially 
nominated. They included Bangkok, Nonthaburi, Samut Prakan, Ayutthya, Phrom, In, Sing, Saraburi, 
Lopburi, Sankhaburi, Ang Thong, Samut Songkhram, Ratchaburi, Kanchanaburi, Phetchaburi, 
Suphanburi, Nakhon Chai Si (Nakhon Pathom), Sakhonburi (Samut Sakhon), Chachoengsao, Prachinburi, 
Nakhon Nayok, Chonburi, Bang Lamung (Chonburi), Chantaboon (Chanthaburi), Nakhon Ratchasima, 
Phatthalung, Chaiya (Surat Thani), Chumphon, Lakhorn (Lampang), Nakon Sawan, Chainat, Uthai Thani, 
Phitsanulok, Pichit, Pichai (Uttaradit), Sawankhalok (Sukhothai), Sukhothai, Kamphaeng Phet, 
Phetchabun, Tha Rong (Phetchabun), Songkhla, Prakit [?], and Bang Taphan (Prachuap Khiri Khan) 
(Yaowapha, 1989, p. 15).
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By the tum of the twentieth century the Siamese government had come to rely heavily 
on revenue from leisure culture, which by this time almost had become fully 
commodified. New leisure plazas which were scattered across the country were a 
dynamic source of state revenue that was relatively stable compared to other kinds of 
revenue.
The expansion of the market economy with the important role of the overseas 
Chinese immigrants rendered time after work to be realised as “free time”. This process 
began from the 1830s when the society became more “bourgeois” and the “bourgeoisie” 
had more “free” time (Nidhi, 1984, p. 151). A Chinese or Siamese farmer or coolie was 
“free” from “work” when he made money so that he could enter the leisure plaza to 
spend his “leisure time” and also spend his money. In other words, the economies of 
“work time” and “free time” were intimately linked. “Work” here means the 
“productive” activity that could generate money. With the expansion of market 
economy, free time emerged out of the time left from productive works, may it be tin 
mining, gold mining, cash crop planting, rice milling, fishing, shipping, crafting, 
sewing, machine repairing, and any possible kinds of “work”.
Conclusion
In this chapter I have outlined an economic foundation of the concept of modern 
leisure in Siam. Leisure activities—gambling houses, opium houses, liquor stores/stalls 
and brothels in the leisure plaza—were commodified and taxed. The argument put forth 
in this chapter was intended to depart from the point where previous studies have 
demonstrated how Siam’s fiscal structure had transformed from junk trade into taxation, 
and the growth of exports such as rice, rubber, tin, and teak contributed to the stability 
of Siam’s economy. Few, however, have pointed to the conclusion that the modernising, 
absolutist Siamese state, from its formation around the 1850s until 1932, relied heavily 
on the taxation of leisure activities, notably from Chinese immigrants. While the price 
of rice and other major exports could vary greatly depending on the demand and supply 
of the world market, taxes on leisure seemed to be the most stable form of revenue that 
the government under King Chulalongkorn could rely upon.
Despite the Siamese state depending on revenue from activities in the leisure 
plazas, there was nevertheless the strong moral ambivalence around many of the 
activities whose taxation was central to the state budget. In the following chapters, I will 
consider the moral economy of leisure in modernising Siam.
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The next chapter will show how the state, by building itself in large part on 
revenue from leisure, subsequently turned to denounce these activities. At the beginning 
of the twentieth century, Siamese princes, upon their return from their study in Europe, 
began to “moralise” the way a Siamese should conduct oneself. They began the project 
of demonstrating what was “good” and what was “bad” leisure, the discourse which 
means that free time must be spent “productively” (haipen prayot- bmliidisdmnl).
Part III
Moral Time, Useful Time, and Wela Wang
How Soon Hath Time, the Subtle Thief of Youth"
Chapter 6
The Moral Economy of Wela Wang:
Free Time Must Be Spent “Productively” (hai pen prayot), (1880s-1932)
Introduction
In the previous chapters I have discussed two major characteristics of Siamese 
leisure culture that developed from the 1830s. Towards the end of the nineteenth 
century, wela wang (free time) became a distinctive sphere—a social category—where 
political and cultural interactions and conflicts had come into play.
To understand moral time and useful time, this chapter will be devoted to 
elaborate a further dimension of Siam’s emerging leisure culture: namely, that leisure 
was subject to a moralising discourse. By the turn of the twentieth century, the new 
generation of the Siamese ruling class led by King Vajiravudh (r. 1910-1925) came to 
focus seriously on the idea of what a man should, and should not, do with his free time. 
The instigators were members of the Western-educated Siamese elite who, upon their 
return to Siam, carried with them ideas of Western “civilised” ways of conduct. For 
them, a man knows how to make use of time, and in his free time he must spend it 
“productively” (hai pen prayot - Imhnhsltnm).
By the beginning of the twentieth century, “good” leisure began to be separated 
from “bad” leisure. The “good” leisure was free time that must be spent purposefully, 
hence the term wela wang was used. The “bad” leisure (i.e., gambling, opium smoking, 
alcohol drinking, etc.), on the contrary, would not be called wela wang, although they 
were non-work activities and, ironically, very productive in terms of generating revenue 
for the Siamese state.
The separation of good from bad leisure was the beginning of the moral 
economy of wela wang under the order of the Siamese state. To spend time 
“productively” meant to spend time both “economically” and in a “morally” productive
way. These two sides of leisure were so intertwined that they could not be taken apart in 
the Siamese leisure culture from the late nineteenth century onwards. From this period, 
the term wela wang had come to acquire the meaning that it has in the present.
The moral economy of wela wang was part of the structural readjustments of 
Siamese cultural institutions through education, in textbooks and training in schools, for 
instance. These educational policies should not be seen solely as the achievement of the 
Chakri dynasty, as has been evaluated by the conservative/royalist historiography, but 
also as political projects that showed the semicolonial power of the Siamese state. 
“Whenever we talk about the colonization process”, one historian suggested, “we see 
cultural hegemony and political domination working together in some kind of coalition, 
correlation, or confrontation” (Etkind, 2011, pp.6-7). Although this passage is taken 
from the study of the “internal colonisation” of Russian history, it is perhaps not an 
exaggeration to say that the Chakri court in Bangkok shared this aspect of internal 
colonisation, as it was a semicolonial as well as a semi-imperial power.
From the late nineteenth to the turn of the twentieth century, the Bangkok court 
undertook its own colonial projects, notably the provincial administration reform 
(Thesaphiban - mm/iina) from 1892 to 1915 (Thongchai, 2011, p.24; see the classic
account on provincial administration reform in Tej, 1977); acted as imperial power 
towards the Malay Muslim South by establishing a plural legal system resembling what 
British imperialism did in colonial India (Loos, 2006, ch.3; Phanngam, 1976);1and 
suppressed several “rebellions” from the Floly Men Rebellion in the north-east to the 
Shan Rebellion in the north in 1902 (Murdoch, 1962; Saraswadee, 1980; Sunthree 
1988-1989). These projects were implemented from Bangkok with coercive means 
including executions, massacres, “gunboat” policy, etc., and faced a considerable degree 
of resistance from passive to armed resistance to the Siamese officials (Tej, 1977, 
pp.149-153).2
Bangkok’s domination of Patani began even before the colonial time. From 1785 to the 1830s, 
Bangkok employed war tactics to defeat Patani including massacre, slave-raiding, environmental warfare, 
and captured refugees. This period ushered an era when Bangkok trumpeted its domination over the lower 
peninsular in the later nineteenth century (Bradley, 2013, pp. 149-160).
2Bangkok used gunboat policy to neutralise the governor of Tani in the south (Tej, 1977, pp. 153- 
154). In suppression of the Holy Man’s Rebellion in the northeast in April 1902, rifles and cannons were 
used to suppress the rebels, and the result was that more than three hundred rebels were killed (Murdoch, 
1962, p.59). For the Shan Rebellion, the exact number of rebels who were killed was not recorded, but at 
least thirty were shot dead. Moreover, the captured rebels were publicly executed (Thuayhanraksa, 2005 
[1902], pp.270, 280).
Political domination under Bangkok’s Thesaphiban system was only one side of 
Siam’s colonial project, and coercive power was not enough for the capital to maintain 
its power. The other side of Bangkok’s domination was the centralised education 
system, the political project that aimed to establish cultural homogeneity throughout the 
country (see the example of the South in Loos, 2006). Bangkok’s temporality expanded 
to other areas of the country through central education policies, which, among other 
things, aimed to create Siamese who would spend time according to the logic of the 
expanding market economy at the turn of the twentieth century.
The education projects were of a complex nature during the time of King 
Vajiravudh. Once again Buddhism came to play a part in the Siamese intellectual 
landscape when Siam encountered the Western knowledge (see chapter 2). Like in the 
time of his grandfather, King Mongkut (r. 1851-1868), King Vajiravudh saw that 
Buddhism was one of the major instruments to implement his education policy. But he 
did not stop there. King Vajiravudh merged the reformed Theravada Buddhism and 
Western values into the educational training for using time. His intention, as I will 
argue, was to create “monks without robes”. These trained men, many at a young age, 
would not be just “officials” in a bureaucratic sense, but they also were expected to 
behave in the right code of conduct under the Buddhist moralistic principles. They were 
trained to spend leisure time productively. These monks without robes would be called 
“gentlemen” (suphapburut) with the quality of phudi (wa - properly behaved person) and
sportsmanship (namjai nakkila- uVLunnvn).
This chapter will begin with the life and time of King Vajiravudh to show the 
challenges that he faced as the monarch of the absolute monarchy and as the “weak” 
member of the Chakri dynasty. It will follow with an analysis of the project of creating 
“Siamese gentlemen” and the expected quality in a gentleman during the reign of King 
Vajiravudh. But the king was not alone in this project. Jaophraya Phra Sadet 
Surentharathibodi (Pia Malakul; 1867-1916) and Jaophraya Thammasakmontri (Sanan 
Thephatsadin na Ayutthaya; 1876-1943), the two Ministers of Education, also played 
major parts in the cultural project and contributed to the ideas of creating the Siamese 
gentlemen. I will focus on the works of the two educationalists to show how they both 
stressed the importance of the use of time.
School textbooks were not the only medium by which the ideas were 
transported. I will look further at King Vajiravudh’s major institutions, the Wild Tiger
Corps and Vajiravudh College, to show how the “monks without robes” were being 
groomed, and how the training in the two institutions showed the imbrication between 
the secular and the Buddhist moralistic discourses, which aimed to create the “properly 
behaved persons” who would follow the temporality of the Siamese state, hence 
spending leisure time productively.
King Vajiravudh and His Time
During the first quarter of the twentieth century, Siam found itself in a world 
where the contrast between the “new” and the “old” seemed starker than ever. The 
world in the period from the 1900s to the 1930s saw a wave of wars and revolutions, 
and nations became more intensely interconnected, paving the way for easier flows of 
capital, commodities, technological innovations, and ideas. What happened at one 
comer of the wrorld could be heard at the other corners in less time than ever. This 
transition was not only felt in the political and economic, but also in the cultural and 
intellectual arena in Siam as well. King Vajiravudh, who ascended the throne in 1910, 
found himself in this kind of world, and in this world he stood in the position amidst 
numerous pressures for him to change.
We might be able to understand what happened if we take a brief look at the 
king’s life. The impact of study abroad became apparent in Vajiravudh’s reign for the 
first time, as members of the elite with foreign education returned to Siam. The king 
himself was educated in England, which affected his views towards education and sport, 
and became the basis for his manoeuvrings throughout his reign between 1910 and 
1925.
Prince Vajiravudh was bom on 1 January 1881, being the 29th son of King 
Chulalongkom, and the second son of the king with Queen Saowapha. He began his 
education, both in Thai and English, at a young age. His English supervisor was Sir 
Robert Morant,3 an English educationalist who was also a tutor of other princes (Green,
3Robert L. Morant (1863-1920) was Prince Damrong Rajanubhab’s adviser while the latter was 
the first director of the Education Department between 1880 and 1892. Morant graduated from Oxford, 
and came to Siam in 1886. The first job that he was assigned was to be a tutor for young children of 
Prince Naret and later the children of Prince Phanurangsi. His performance in tutoring was so impressive 
that in 1888 he was called upon to serve as a tutor to the Crown Prince Vajirunahis. He was recognised by 
the press at the time as Prince Damrong’s “able assistance”. Moreover, he looked after the English
1999, p.2) * 4 In 1893, at the age of 12, Prince Vajiravudh was sent by his father to 
England for an education. He left Siam not long after the Franco-Siamese conflict5 had 
taken place in that very year. In England, he had home school education in Latin, 
Geometry, and Gymnastics. A year later, in 1894, he heard the news from Siam that his 
elder brother, Crown Prince Vajirunahis, had passed away suddenly. The title of Crown 
Prince was passed on to him, and the ceremony took place in March 1894, in the 
Siamese Embassy in London. At the dinner on the same night, he gave a speech that he 
would “return to Siam more Siamese th[a]n when he left it” (Vorachart, 2010a, pp.18- 
19).
In 1897, Vajiravudh went to study at the Royal Military Academy, Sandhurst. 
There he learned riding and other military skills. In 1899, he began civilian training at 
Christchurch College, Oxford University, and finished without a degree, albeit having 
written a dissertation titled The War o f the Polish Succession (Vorachart, 2010a, p.31). 
During his time abroad, he spent time travelling on the continent as elites in his 
generation did. He went to Italy, the Netherlands, Belgium, Russia, Egypt, Austria, 
Hungary, France, and Denmark.6 In 1902, he left England for good. But instead of 
travelling east, he headed west to New York, meeting with President Roosevelt (Green, 
1999, p.3) and continued to Canada. Then he crossed the Pacific to Japan, and met with 
Emperor Meiji and the Japanese Royal family, and left Japan on 14 January 1903. After 
a brief stopover in Flong Kong, Crown Prince Vajiravudh arrived in Siam on 29 January 
1903 (Green, 1999, pp.2-3; Vorachart, 2010a, pp.37-41).
From the standard of the time, we can say that Crown Prince Vajiravudh was as 
cosmopolitan as he could be. He travelled to most of the modem cities that the world 
could offer him, gaining first-hand knowledge of the modem world. But unlike his
instructions and drafted the English examination standards in 1891. His important work for Siam’s
modem education system was, among other things, the Ladder o f Knowledge Series textbooks teaching
English to Thai pupils (Wyatt, 1969, pp. 136-137).
4Sir Robert Morant was also an important person in the history of the English education system. 
He returned to England and worked in education from 1901 (E.J.R. Eaglesham, 1963).
5The 1893 Franco-Siamese conflict occurred from the attempt to settle the margin along the 
Mekhong River. The dispute ended with the defeat of Siam, and the humiliation that the Siamese rulers 
felt (Battye, 1974, ch.7). Thongchai Winichakul has argued that this 1893 crisis was the utmost agony, the 
“psychological breakdown” for the Siamese rulers, and they, in turn, had to rethinking the world around 
them in a whole new light. One of their new evaluations was to think about the past in a new way. “The 
defeat by the French” Thongchai suggests “gave birth to a new biography of Siam and Thailand today” 
(Thongchai, 2011, p.30).
6The detail of King Vajiravudh’s trips in Europe and Africa were: Italy, 30 March-8 April 1901; 
The Netherlands, 28 June-5 July 1901; Belgium, 5-16 July 1901; Russia, 9-26 January 1902; Egypt, 3 
February-6 March 1902; Austria, 25-29 April 1902; Hungary, 29 April-4 May 1902; France, 8-13 July 
1902; and Denmark, 16-18 September 1902 (Vorachart, 2010a, pp.34-35).
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father King Chulalongkom, Vajiravudh did not have the constituencies that he needed 
when he ascended the throne in 1910. When the was back in Siam in 1903, he found 
himself facing many challenges, ranging from lacking support within the Siamese 
bureaucracy to facing the threat towards the monarchy from the decline of the dynasties 
around the world, especially the Xinhai Revolution in China that was the major 
inspiration of the Revolt in 1912.
The Challenges to King Vajiravudh
There are at least four levels of challenges that Crown Prince Vajiravudh faced 
upon his return to Siam in 1903, and these challenges became even more serious from 
the year that he ascended the throne in 1910. The first challenge took place within a 
circle of the Siamese elite, and the other three challenges can be seen as the 
accumulation of structural changes that Siam experienced from the time of Vajiravudh’s 
father, King Chulaongkom.
The first challenge was on an individual level. Crown Prince Vajiravudh felt 
isolated from his father’s bureaucratic structure. Pie felt that he lacked support, and his 
path to the throne was not of his own choice. Prior to the acceptance of the title of 
Crown Prince, Vajiravudh’s brother, Corwn Prince Vajirunahis, was the first holder of 
the title, which King Chulalongkom created in 1886 when Siam adopted the European 
royal tradition of succession by primogeniture. Prince Vajirunahis was the son ofQueen 
Savang Vadhana, and was the favourite of the Siamese elite circle and foreigners in 
Bangkok alike.7 This situation, one historian suggests, caused Prince Vajiravudh to feel 
that he was only an auxiliary, the second best (Vella, 1978, p.12). On 4 January 1894, 
Crown Prince Vajirunahis unexpectedly died of typhoid, and the title was passed to 
Prince Vajiravudh with a ceremony at the Siamese embassy in London on 8 March. The 
crown was to be thrust upon him whether he wanted it or not.
7After Crown Prince Vajirunahis’ Tonsure Ceremony in 1891, King Chulalongkom organised a 
grand dinner party reception for foreign guests. It was presumably the biggest of its kind. Participants . 
were “the elite of Bangkok” and the foreign guests including the Rajah of Kedah, among others. About 
800-900 guests attended the dinner, from about a thousand invitations sent (Bangkok Times, 28, 31, Jan 
1891, pp.2, 3).
Moreover, followingPrince Vajirunahis’ birthday on 27 June 1891, a celebration and exhibition 
were organised at King Chulalongkom’s summer palace in Si Chang Island, off the coast from Chonburi 
(Bangkok Times24 Jun 1891, pp.2-3).
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Fig.28
Crown Prince Vajirunahis (1878-1894).s
8http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Vajirunhis.jpg, accessed 26 May 2014.
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Fig.29
Prince Vajiravudh (left) and his brother, Prince Vajirunahis (right), as a novice, 1891
(Vorachart, 2010a, p.4).
Unlike his father, Prince Vajiravudh did not have support from the higher crest 
of the bureaucracy before he ascended the throne in 1910. He lamented about this that,
I feel very isolated, without any supporters. Those who are my supporters 
happen to be powerless. As for those who are in high positions in the 
bureaucracy, they have less faith in me than they should. Therefore they will not 
listen to any of my suggestions, but are proud of the fact that they have been in 
service longer than I [have], or have more knowledge and better understanding 
of the people’s feeling than [me] (Translated and quoted in Kullada, 2004, 
p. 129).
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The second challenge for Crown Prince Vajiravudh was due to the political 
influence that came from outside Siam. During the 1890s, the memory of Western 
imperialism was vivid among the Siamese elite. The Franco-Siamese crisis in 1893 was 
the greatest threat from imperialism that they really felt. This event subsequently 
brought about the elites’ reorientation of the idea about Siam’s relationship with the 
West as not a “friendly” one anymore. It was, in Thongchai’s words, “the real first taste 
of colonial threat and defeat Siam ever experienced” (Thongchai, 2011, p.26).
From the 1910s, there was a more urgent issue that challenged the Siamese 
monarchy than Western imperialism, namely the global current of reforms and 
revolutions. Before he ascended the throne, Prince Vajiravudh knew the threat from 
Western imperialism well when he left for England the same year as the Franco- 
Siamese crisis. The precarious situation for the Siamese elite ended with treaties that 
France and Great Britain signed in 1907 and 1909 respectively, which determined the 
borders with the colonial powers, and thus effectively settled the question of what 
modern Siam would look like on the map.
Yet the global current of reform and revolution after Vajiravudh became king in 
1910 was more acute. The influence came from England, Japan, Turkey, and 
particularly China, which made the new king alarmed about the repercussions of the 
revolutionary ideas that were circulating among the bureaucratic officials and educated 
Siamese (Thamsuk, 1979, p. 18; Atcharapom, 1997, pp.162-163; Kullda, 2003, p. 155).
To be sure, the press for reform had already been present before the reign of 
King Vajiravudh, and members of the Siamese monarchy knew this pressure well. It is 
not surprising, therefore, to see the royals sought ways to slow down the rate of change 
in the society. As early as 1885, a group of Siamese ambassadors to London and Paris 
drafted comments for the political and bureaucratic reform to King Chulalongkorn. The 
comments stressed the need for Siam to reform in order to weather the imperialism 
storm from the West. Many reform plans were proposed, such as Siam should change 
from an absolute to institutional monarchy, and reform the salary system in the 
bureaucracy and the recruitment system, among other things. Siam, according to the 
group of ambassadors, needed to walk as close to Europe as possible, like Japan had 
successfully done. In reply, King Chulalongkorn agreed that there was a need for 
political reforms, but he insisted that Siam was not ready (Chai-Anan and Kattiya, 1975, 
ch.3 and 4).
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But the rate of change during the first decade of the twentieth century was too 
rapid for the absolute monarchy in some countries to cope with. In 1911, the world 
heard about the Xinhai Revolution, which ended the Qing Dynasty and began the era of 
the Chinese Republic. This revolution was “the culmination of nearly two decades of 
extraordinary ferment that left China more radically changed than had any other two 
decades in many centuries” (Gasster, 2006 [1980], p.464). The Xinhai Revolution was 
the amalgamation of forces that began from 1905, as the triumph of Japan over Russia 
in the Russo-Japanese War that year helped fuel the alliances between diverse 
revolutionary groups in China. The time came in October 1911, when a series of events 
swept the nation and ripened the conditions for the revolution, ultimately leading to the 
abdication of the Manchu emperor in February 1912 (Gasster, 2006 [1980], pp.484- 
485).
The events in China influenced the young and educated Siamese men 
enormously, and dissatisfaction towards the old system manifested itself in the 1912 
Revolt9 (Kabot ror.sor. 130 - nugi.fr. 130),10 but the plan was exposed and aborted not
many days before it took place (Nattapoll, 2012, p.80). There was a direct link between 
the Chinese revolutionary currents and the situation in Siam, which can be seen a few 
years before the plan for revolt was revealed. In 1907, a branch of the Chinese 
Revolutionary Alliance was established in Siam (Kasian, 1993, p.143). This Chinese 
Revolutionary Alliance was one of the key parts of the Xinhai Revolution (Gasster,
2006 [1980], pp.484-486). In 1908, Dr.Sun Yat-Sen, one of the leaders of the Chinese 
revolutionary coalitions, visited the overseas Chinese community in Siam for ten days 
(Kasian, 1993, p.144). The first decade of the twentieth century, therefore, saw the 
acceleration of the need to change that China brought to Siam. One of the members of 
the 1912 group declared that the ideas of revolution came from China, and the political 
models planned after the revolution came from the West (Nuttapoll, 2011, p.79).
The 1912 revolt began among the group (khana- fiai~) of young army and navy
officials and civilians, who saw that Siam’s existing political system was out of date, 
and they wanted to change it. The exact number of the members of the group cannot be 
determined due to a rather loose organisation of the group. One study suggests that there 
were ninety-two members, consisted of eighty-eight middle-ranking army and navy
g
For major works on the 1912 Revolt, see Atcharapom, 1997; Thamsuk, 1979; Varangkana, 
2006; Nuttapoll, 2011, and 2012.
10i?or.5or.isthe Thai calendar for Rattanakosin Era, or Bangkok Era (1782-present).
officers, and four civilians who belonged to the Department of Justice (Thamsuk, 1979, 
pp.27-34). But the numbers of those who were involved are estimated to be higher, 
ranging from one hundred and nine (Varangkana, 2006, ch.5) to about two hundred 
(Atcharapom, 1997, p. 178). The majority of the group were young army officers in their 
mid-twenties and held low ranks in the army, mostly Second Lieutenant (Thamsuk,
1979, pp.29-31; Varangkana, 2006, ch.5).
Although members of the 1912 revolt were young and were subordinates, they 
had high intentions, if not ambition. The aim was to turn Siam from absolute monarchy 
to democracy with a constitution (Rian and Net, 1976 [ 1960], p. 18). The plan of the 
group came down to political models that the members of the group had in mind: 
absolute monarchy, limited monarchy, and republic (Atcharapom, 1997, pp. 168-172).
In the meetings between members to discuss the political model that they thought most 
suited Siam, some members of the radical wing of the 1912 group preferred the republic 
model like in the United States, France, and China. After the group gained more 
members, however, the majority preferred Siam to have limited monarchy as her 
political system (Nuttapoll, 2011, p.79-80).
In March 1912, the plan of the group was exposed, and the members were 
captured, hence the initiative was called a revolt, instead of a revolution. Had the 1912 
Revolt become successful, Siam’s path in history would have changed course in an 
unimaginable way.
The third challenge that King Vajiravudh faced when he ascended the throne in
1910 was the declining financial situation of the kingdom. The trade surplus dwindled 
from the year that he became king.The signal of economic recession was that rice 
exports, Siam’s major export commodity, became very unstable from 1905. The total 
volume of commodity exports went down from 106.9 to 81 million between 1905 and 
especially between 1911 and 1912. This was due to a global recession and the change 
from silver to the gold standard in international trade in 1908, which affected the rice 
price in the world markets (Pompen, 1974, pp.50-51). Furthermore, between 1903 and
1911 the scarcity of rainfall significantly affected rice plantation in the Chao Phraya 
Basin, the Northeast, and the North, pushing the rice price up (Atcharapom, 1997, 
pp.76-80; Pornpen, 1984, p.474). In 1912, the government turned to the reliable 
domestic taxes on gambling, opium, and liquor, which was about 66.8 million baht, 
constituting over 40% of the total income of the government (Pompen, 1974, p.61; see 
the details of leisure economy in chapter 5 of this thesis).
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The deficit problem was exacerbated by dissatisfaction from the private business 
sector. Groups of Siamese businessmen saw it was difficult to be successful in capital 
accumulation because the whole business apparatus of the country was dominated by 
colonial and foreign companies. Major export-oriented industries including rice, tin 
mining, teak, and banking were in large part dominated by the Chinese and European 
companies. Chinese entrepreneurs and coolies were involved heavily in rice milling, 
Europeans in sawmill and mining (Pompen, 1974, p.52). Akira Suehiro concluded that 
there were three capitalist groups by the end of the 1920s: 1) European 2) Chinese and 
3) Thai, or sakdina, group. Overall, the major export-oriented industries were dominated 
by the first two groups, the Europeans and Chinese (Suehiro, 1989, pp. 103-105).
Siamese businessmen, as a result, resented this situation because they were unable to 
gain access to means of production, especially in acquiring new technologies.
Moreover, they felt that the government’s tax and tariff regime favoured the Western 
companies the most (Pasuk and Baker, 2002, pp.262-263).
The fourth challenge that King Vajiravudh faced came from the intellectuals and 
journalists. According to Matthew Copeland, in the reign of King Vajiravudh, Siam 
entered the new era of “political journalism” (nangsuephim kanmueang - mbitenuumims )^
(Copeland, 1993, ch.4).1' That is, the monopoly that the Siamese monarchy claimed on 
politics was dismantled. There emerged a different kind of polity that provided an 
institution which included the views of the opposition from the critical press to the 
Siamese monarchy. This Siamese public sphere emerged in the situation that, according 
to Thanapol Limapichart, there “was the first time that every aspect of the Siamese 
government had been monitored by the newspapers, from economic and social policies 
and the corruption of high-ranking bureaucrats to gossip about the king’s personal life” 
(Thanapol, 2009, p.387). The absolute monarchy responded to these criticisms in many 
ways, trying to control the uncontrollable Siamese public sphere. In 1917, King 
Vajiravudh bought one of the most critical political journalism sources, Bangkok Daily 
Mail, and its Thai-language edition, Krungthep Daily Mail. In 1922, he enacted the first 
press act in Siam. But these manoeuvrings still could not stop criticisms of the 
government and, particularly, of the king himself (Thanapol, 2009, p.388).
u Copeland also included political cartoons that he discovered during his fieldwork into his 
thesis. These cartoons are the criticism towards the nobility and to King Vajiravudh, in particular. Taking 
a look at these cartoons, I cannot imagine such cartoons could escape Article 112 of the Thai Criminal 
Code in present-day Thailand, especially the cartoon on page 122 of the thesis (Copeland, 1993, ch.5).
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It is apparent now that when King Vajiravudh ascended the throne in 1910, he 
had many things to take care of in order to stabilise his power. In the following I will 
show one particular strand of Vajirvudh’s cultural project to respond to the challenges 
that he faced. This cultural project involved directly the use of leisure time, and the 
creation of constituencies who were trained to spend time productively, namely the 
Siamese gentlemen.
King Vajiravudh and His Responses to the Challenges to the Absolute Monarchy
What did King Vajiravudh do to cope with these challenges above? Although he 
had seen and learnt a lot about the early twentieth century world during almost a decade 
abroad, it seemed that when he arrived back in Siam he was not in haste for reform. The 
early twentieth century world’s “time” was not the same as King Vajiravudh’s “time”. 
Phra Ratchathamnithet, who had served in the king’s inner palace, said that “Time 
belongs to His Majesty [King Vajiravudh]” (Ratchathamnithet, 1951, p.7). He explained 
the nature of serving King Vajiravudh:
serving His Majesty was a very tough job. On an ordinary day, there were many 
tasks to be fulfilled...One had to be ‘alert’ (tuen- mi) all the time, to pay heed to
every task and be capable enough to follow whatever His Majesty wanted. One 
ought to be capable enough to know the right time for His Majesty’s favourite 
task and to what extent His Majesty would be satisfied...Moreover, one must 
not be afraid of hardship, because one must be able to serve both in the day time 
and the night time (Ratchathamnithet, 1951, p.7).
But the king knew that he had to change, whether he would like it or not, to 
build up support with the considerably weak position that he held compared to his 
father. In order to buttress his position, King Vajiravudh manoeuvred in two directions. 
Firstly, he reached down to the bureaucrats of middle ranks and took them to his side, 
and secondly he created new followers altogether. Among his significant 
establishments, two major strategies that he established in order to maintain the stability 
of his throne will be discussed. They were the Wild Tiger Corps and the Royal Pages
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College (later Vajiravudh College). We will see that both projects were concerned with 
the importance of spending leisure time purposefully.
The Birth of Siamese Gentlemen {suphapburut) as “Monks without Robes”
King Vajiravudh and his educationalists worked on the ideas that revolved 
around the notion of a desired set of conduct in order to build the constituency that 
would be loyal to them and who would help defend their power. Their ideas were 
expressed in education policies, such as in school textbooks and in establishing 
educational institutions, whether an indirect one like the Wild Tiger Corps or the direct 
one like Royal Pages College (Vajiravudh College). At the same time, the trained 
persons were needed for the king’s effort to bring Siam into the modern world. This 
shows the duality of the Siamese state, that the “external” geopolitical changes affected 
the ways in which the hegemonic “internal” cultural projects in Siam had taken shape. 
King Vajiravudh aimed to train men who would possess certain qualities that fit the new 
social relationship under the absolutist rule with him on the top, and for Siam as a part 
of the modem, capitalist world. These men were called “gentlemen” (.suphapburut) 
whose quality consisted of being a phudi (properly behaved person) and had 
“sportsmanship” (namjai nakkild). A gentleman, above all, had to spend time 
productively.
The projects by King Vajiravudh and educationalists were part of the larger 
structural changes that introduced many neologisms to the Siamese public sphere in 
beginning of the twentieth century. These new words were related to the characteristics 
of a well-conducted person. The words “gentleman”, “phudi”, and “sportsmanship” 
were used to describe a person who knew how to spend time productively, and more 
often than not these words were used interchangeably. There were other words, too, that 
reflected the transformation of the social lives of the Siamese by the turn of the century. 
The examples of these words are siwilai (“civilise”- Jaroen (“progress” -mty),
and phonlamueang (“citizen”- ■nmfmo) . 13 There were also new words that related to the
12See the analysis of “civilisational thinking” of the Siamese elite in Thongchai, 2000a.
13Attachak argues that the notion of citizenship, or the citizen duty (nathiphonlamueang- vn3™ 
name*}) emerged in reign of King Chulalongkom. There began the Siamese elite’s perception that the 
people were part of the Siamese nation (Attachak, 1988-1989). Attachak, however, left out another side of
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Western-style political institutions and used by transliteration such as “government”, 
“council of state”, “executive”, and “legislative” (Chai-anan and Khattiya, 1975, pp.36- 
81). The origins of these new words overlapped, but they fell into the same category. 
That is, the Siamese absolutist state from the late nineteenth to the early twentieth 
century needed a series of new words, as it needed a new type of person, to come to 
terms with the changing geopolitical landscape of the time.
There are three closely intertwined aspects regarding the birth of the Siamese 
gentlemen in the late nineteenth century, whom I call “monks without robes”. It is 
perhaps better to separate the three aspects into three clear compartments, although they 
were all intimately intertwined and cannot be easily separated. The first aspect of the 
Siamese gentlemen was politics, the second cultural, and the third socioeconomics.
To be sure, by equating the gentlemen with monks, I do not mean that the 
gentlemen replaced monks in the monastery. A gentleman, furthermore, was not the 
secular version of a monk. On the contrary, I try to show the semicolonial aspects in the 
notion of Siamese gentlemen. That is, the idea behind a gentleman in Siam consisted of 
the influence of the reformed Theravada Buddhism and the Western ways of conduct 
which shaped the type of persons who were apt to serve the Siamese absolutist state. I 
call the Siamese gentleman “monks without robes” to stress the continuity of the 
Siamese traditional institution to the modem world, rather than to show that the modem 
institution was traditional. The Siamese gentleman, as Connors suggests, was part of the 
project of establishing the “ideological weaponry” to defend the absolute monarchy 
regime, namely the Nation, Religion, and King. These three pillars became “‘civic 
religion’, [which was] a related set of symbols and patterns which fill up the meaning of 
life, connecting it to some sacred entity and destiny [of the Siamese people]” (Connors, 
2007 [2003], p.37). It is difficult, in this sense, to think of a Siamese gentleman who 
does not have an association with any of the three pillars of the Siamese state. The 
notion of Siamese gentlemen, moreover, was not gender-specific, and could include 
women as well, as long as they followed the code of conduct required.14
The first aspect about the birth of the Siamese gentlemen is politics, on their 
reliance on the Nation, Religion, and King (Anderson calls this “official nationalism”,
the idea of citizenship. That is, the idea of citizenship was closely connected to the notion that the people 
had become the revenue base for the country, so the state recognised them because they were 
fundamentally important to the existence of the modern nation-state (Kullada, 1987).
14The gender aspect of the notion of Siamese gentlemen is not less important, but it is not within 
the scope of this study.
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see Anderson, 2006 [1983], eh.6). The need for Siamese gentlemen stemmed 
particularly from the changing nature of the ruler and the ruled in Siam since the time of 
King Chulalongkom. It was the beginning of the Siamese Absolutist State, and there 
emerged a sense of shared political community called “Nation” {chat -mS or chat
banmueang- viniTiuiuo^ ). The idea of “Nation” emerged among the Western-educated 
intellectuals from the 1880s (Murashima, 1988, p.81).
There have already been extensive discussions about the nature of the Siamese 
Absolutist State, especially in the field of political science regarding the concept of state 
transformation, which I will not go into great detail (for example, see Kengkij, 2012- 
2013, for the recent survey). The following scholars have given explanations of Siamese 
absolutism with which I agree. Somkiat Wanthana was one of the early scholars who 
drew the attention of Thai studies to the discussion on the nature of the Thai Absolutist 
State. He argues that the absolute power of the Thai state was not the status that had 
been continuous for centuries. Instead, it began only in the late nineteenth century, and 
lasted for merely forty years. Somkiat points out that the Thai absolutist power began in 
the period in which, for the first time, that the elite, led by King Chulalongkom, gained 
absolute power in politics, economics, and culture over the Kingdom of Siam. This 
period began in 1892 with the political reform by King Chulalongkom and ended with 
1932 with the overthrow of absolute monarchy (Somkiat, 1990; also see Nidhi, 1995). 
Chaiyan Rajchagool sees that the period of absolute monarchy began a little earlier than 
Somkiat’s view, in 1873, when the royalty began to take control of the Finance Office, 
and a year later the Privy Council and the Council of State were established. These 
attempts were one of the series of power struggles of King Chulalongkom and his allies 
to rise to the top (Chaiyan, 1994, pp.85-92). Kullada Kesboonchoo-Mead contends that 
the Siamese absolutist state began as early as 1869, when during the Regency the young 
King Chulalongkom took steps to campaign for the centralisation of power, which 
became more successful towards the last decade of the nineteenth century (Kullada, 
2004, pp.51-58).
The centralisation of power into the hands of the Chakri dynasty in Bangkok 
required trained personnel to fill up the modem bureaucracy. The problem, however, 
was that the expanding bureaucracy could not find the right man for the right job. This 
problem of absolute monarchy can be summed up in a phrase that King Chulalongkom 
and the next two kings usually uttered that “there is no man to serve [the king]” (mai mi 
khon hai chai- IjiSfmliTHf) (Nakkharin, 2010 [1992], p.l 1). This phrase, of course, does
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not mean that there was no one available to work. Instead, the problem was that these 
personnel lacked the required skills, and hence unable to serve in the functions in 
modem bureaucracy. The Siamese Absolutist State, ultimately, needed the gentlemen. 
The Siamese gentlemen, in turn, were required to spend time in an economically and 
morally productive way.
The second aspect ofthe birth of the Siamese gentlemen is closely related to the 
first. The training of the gentlemen did not come from creating new cultural institutions 
altogether, but rather from an extension of the old educational institution with a modem 
outlook. To trace the cultural origin of the ideas of a Siamese gentleman, we have to 
look back to the mass secondary education reform projects during the 1880s. The 
projects of training gentlemen were part of the evolving process of Siamese education 
from the last decades of the nineteenth century from the monasteries into the modem 
institutional settings.
The move into modem education was based largely in the monasteries. In 1884, 
King Chulalongkom and Prince Damrong Rajanubhab (who was the first director of the 
Education Department from 1880 -1892) extended their plan of public education by 
establishing modem schools in royal monasteries. This was because the traditional 
education was done in the monasteries and physical facilities were already in place. 
Pupils (mostly boys) were useful in the daily activities of monks, giving a hand and 
helping out. Also, by accepting Siamese boys as their pupils, monks received support 
from the boy’s parents. As a result, from 1885 to 1892 the monastery schools increased 
across the kingdom (Wyatt, 1969, pp. 101, 112-118). Moreover, the “learned men”, 
almost all of whom were former monks, were the most important influence in compiling 
and creating basic textbooks in the Textbook Bureau. These textbooks were distributed 
free of charge to many monasteries inside and outside Bangkok (Wyatt, 1969, pp. 129- 
BO).
The projects of creating the Siamese gentlemen through textbooks and 
educational institutions, as we will see in detail below, bore close resemblance to 
training in the monastery. The reformer educationalists based their didactic treatises 
largely on the Buddhist moral content, which was the basis of the moral economy of 
leisure time. In particular, textbooks such as the 1912 Characteristics oj a Properly 
Behaved Person (sombat khorngphudi- mjijlino^) had the monastic code of discipline,
the Vinaya, as one of their antecedents (Reynolds, 2006b, pp.235-238). Therefore, the
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training and the discipline of the Siamese gentlemen were very similar to that of monks. 
By the turn of the twentieth century, the Siamese Absolutist State did not want monks 
any more, as monks were not able to fulfil the new job descriptions that the new logic of 
state required. Rather, the state wanted trained Siamese gentlemen who could serve new 
functions, as well as to protect, the expanded mechanism of its rule. King Vajiravudh 
expressed this synthesis very clearly when he established the Royal Pages College (later 
Vajiravudh College) in 1911 in place of the monastery:
Five previous kings in the Chakri dynasty all established their own Royal 
Monasteries...[I see that] it is not necessary to set up another Royal 
Monastery...Monasteries have been educational institutions for children since 
the ancient time. [So] in the present we need to provide more widespread 
education [by establishing the Royal Pages College] (Vorachart, 2010a, pp.87- 
88).
The last aspect of the birth of the Siamese gentlemen is: who were the 
gentlemen in terms of their socioeconomic status? I will draw on the term that Kullada 
has coined, “bureaucratic bourgeoisie” (Kullada, 2004, pp.l 17-125), as it helps to 
understand the background of these newly emerged Siamese gentlemen towards the last 
years of the nineteenth century.These bureaucratic bourgeoisies received education and 
had departed from the phrai status, and most of them worked in the middle level of 
bureaucracy. They were a group of people who newly emerged as a result of the 
structural changes of the Siamese state during the time of King Chulalongkom. In this 
respect, the bureaucratic bourgeoisie was new in the category of class. They were not 
the ruling class (tiai), the Chinese merchant middle class, nor the phrai in the lower 
strata of Siamese social hierarchy (Kullada, 2004, p.l 18).
The lifestyle of the bureaucratic bourgeoisie reflected their status well. Kullada 
gives an example ofThianwan (1842-1915), one of the first Siamese intellectuals in the 
modem sense, who wore Western-style dress, moustache, trousers, shoes, and 
spectacles. Thianwan was not the only one in this new breed. “By the end of the 
[nineteenth] century”, Kullada suggests, “the sight of a man dressed in a suit, shoes and 
socks was normal [in urban Siam]” (Kullada, 2004, p.l 18).
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The bureaucratic bourgeoisie did not come from the ruling class, but they had 
education, which was the tool for upward social mobility. The examination systems 
became the decisive mechanism for many who wanted to move upwards in the social 
scale, which was a step away from the traditional patron-client relationship. These new 
cultural settings pressured the members of the bureaucratic bourgeoisie to develop and 
look for new opportunities all the time. For example, among high-school teachers, 
Luang Phaisansinlapasat (later promoted to Jaophraya Thammsakmontri) organised 
weekly meetings among teachers to seek better methods of teaching, which later turned 
the meetings into regular forums and debates attended by many (Kullada, 2004, p. 119). 
Furthermore, the bureaucratic bourgeoisie saw that the source of their career 
advancement came from education degrees, which were based on the individual’s 
ability more than their birth. Jaophraya Phra Sadet Surentharathibodi wrote a book, 
“advices to my friends” (tuean phuean), to discuss this aspect directly (Kullada, 2004, 
p.120). Jaophraya Thammsakmontri and Jaophraya Phra Sadet Surentharathibodi, 
therefore, were the two quintessential examples of the Siamese gentlemen.
The three aspects of the birth of the Siamese gentlemen summed up above show 
the intersection between the structural changes and the cultural readjustments that Siam 
went through at the turn of the twentieth century. In the following I will discuss in detail 
the projects of creating Siamese gentlemen that were expressed in the textbooks and 
educational institutions.
The Reformer Educationalists and the Projects of Creating the Siamese Gentlemen 
through Modern Education
Two notable educationalists played an important role in the cultural politics in 
creating the Siamese gentlemen. I will discuss the works of Jaophraya Phra Sadet 
Surentharathibodi (Pia Malakul, 1867-1916) and Jaophraya Thammasakmontri (Sanan 
Thephatsadin na Ayutthaya, 1877-1943) as they both show the nature of the “duality” of 
the Siamese state power. To be sure, both educationalists had lived in both the 
traditional Siam andin the West, and went on to become the Ministers of Education 
throughout the reign of King Vajiravudh. They were two members of the expanding 
cadres of the Siamese gentlemen, and worked to create more gentlemen through the 
Siamese modern education system. To achieve this goal, the two educationalists penned
and commissioned a number of didactic school textbooks that demonstrated how a 
person should think, talk, and act morally.
I will discuss the textbook Characteristics o f a Properly Behaved Person 
(sombat khorngphudi)15 written by Jaophraya Phra Sadet in 1913, and the 
Thammajariya (nsiirntn) textbook series by Jaophraya Thammasakmontri written from
the reign of King Chulalongkorn,16 as both were attempts to instil a sense of spending 
time productively through Siam’s project of modern education, which began from the 
1880s.
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Jaophraya Phra Sadet and Sombat Khorng Phudi
Jaophraya Phra Sadet Surentharathibodi (Jaophraya Phra Sadet hereafter), was 
bom of an aristocratic background, being a great-grandson of King Rama II. During the 
period 1897-1899, while holding the title of ambassador to London, he was assigned by 
King Chulalongkorn to take care of Crown Prince Vajiravudh while the latter was 
studying in Britain. In 1898, he studied the English education system and prepared a 
draft for the Siamese national education plan to be submitted to King Chulalongkorn 
(Wyatt, 1969, pp. 198-205). He worked in education until in the next reign he became 
the Minister ot Education in 1911-1915, preceding Jaophraya Thammasakmontri.
This is Reynolds’ translation (Reynolds, 2006b, pp.235-239). Later, he preferred the translation 
of the textbook as Attributes oj a Phudi, personal communication, 21 Jan 2014.
The Thammajariya textbooks were written in the course of many years, four of which (vol.one, 
four, five, and six) were written during King Chulalongkorn’s time. Another two were unidentifiable in 
their original publishing date.
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Fig.30
Jaophraya Phra Sadet Surentharathibodi (1876-1943)17
One of the most notable works by Jaophraya Phra Sadet was Characteristics o f 
a Properly Behaved Person (sombat khorng phudi), which he penned in 1913 while 
serving as Minister. The book consisted of ten chapters, and each chapter was divided 
into three aspects. Firstly, acting properly; secondly, speaking properly; and thirdly, 
thinking properly. For Jaophraya Phra Sadet, a phudi must behave well when he acts, 
speaks, and thinks.
In my view, Jaophraya Phra Sadet’s meaning of phudi was the same, if not 
identical, with the notion of gentlemen. The term phudi had been used in Siam before, 
but the phudi that Jaophraya Phra Sadet used differed from the older meaning 
significantly. Previously, the phudi meant aristocrats, members of the gentry, and 
noblemen whose moral virtue was determined by birth. The phudi by Jaophraya Phra 
Sadet did not necessarily had to be bom of an aristocratic background, but by observing 
the code of conduct that Jaophraya Phra Sadet laid out strictly, they could become 
virtuous men/women by training to behave properly in their deeds, their spoken words,
17http://th.wikipedia.org/wiki/l>la:mTnzmmna^£jmiYin5mjpg, accessed 21 Jan 2014.
181) A phudi shall maintain his/her good manners; 2) A phudi shall not be indecent; 3) A phudi 
shall respect seniority; 4) A phudi shall have desirable deeds; 5) A phudi shall maintain dignity; 6) A 
phudi shall work well; 7) A phudi shall be kind-hearted; 8) A phudi shall not be selfish; 9) A phudi shall 
be honest and; 10)A phudi shall not do bad things (Phra Sadet, 1913).
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and in what they thought. The characteristics ofphudi were determined by deeds, not by 
birth. The new meaning of phudi, therefore, became the quality of the gentlemen.
Chapter six of Characteristics o f a Properly Behaved Person titled “a phudi 
shall work well [phudi yorm patibat kan-ngan di — ^ oomlgijflfrnrnjfl]”, is related to the
use of time. To act properly, a phudi shall “not make other people wait”. “If one is not 
punctual [phit wela- w«n*n], one will cause trouble for others and [not being punctual]
can possibly min the work. In some cases, being late by only one minute can affectthe 
work (sia ngan- uttirm), and waste the time (sia wela- monan)for many more days.
Therefore, one should always be punctual” (Phra Sadet, 1912). To think properly, a 
phudi must be “honest to time [yorm pen phu raksa khwamsat nai wela- tiomiluwinmfmu
tfwdlunm]”. “There is an old saying that”, Jaophraya Phra Sadet wrote,
among a hundred men we find one brave man. Among a thousand we find one 
knowledgeable man. But among ten or even hundred thousands, we cannot find 
any honest man.. .Being honest to time consists of honesty to three periods of 
time, the first two periods are during work time, and the third period is after -• 
work time. A phudi shall be honest to all three of them (Phra Sadet, 1912).
Vox Jaophraya Phra Sadet, a phudi had to be honest to time, a quality which was 
definitely more than being punctual. Perhaps it is easier to think about being honest 
towards work. For example, employees were expected to devote their time during work 
to the tasks assigned, hence honesty towards the work time. But how can a person be 
honest to time after work? This expression is rather obscure in English. Honesty 
towards the non-work time seems hard to identify. What is honesty towards leisure 
time?
The answer, I argue, lies in the very notion of wela wang. Being honest to time 
meant to spend leisure time “productively”, which is a quality manifested in the moral 
economy of leisure time. The statement of Jaophraya Phra Sadet was at the heart of the 
moral quality a phudi possessed towards leisure time. “Honesty” reflects a moral 
quality, and to spend leisure time “honestly” meant to spend it morally. A phudi—a 
gentleman—spends leisure time “in a useful way”. That is, wela wang in a nutshell 
means one shall spend time after work morally, and in an economically useful way.
This notion of spending time “productively” will be manifested clearly in the life and 
work of the Minister of Education succeeding Jaophraya Phra Sadet, Jaophraya 
Thammasakmontri.
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Jaophraya Thammasakmontri and the Thammajariya Textbook Series
Jaophraya Phra Sadet’s junior, Jaophraya Thammasakmontri had a lifelong 
involvement with the Siamese modern education system from its formative years in the 
1880s until his death in 1943. His life was one of the archetypes of the upbringing that 
the Siamese gentlemen had. Throughout his life and in his work, he relied upon 
education more than his birth to mobilise himself to the top posts in Siamese education, 
although he might be considered as having some advantages in having a father who held 
a bureaucratic position.
Jaophraya Thammasakmontri was born in Bangkok in 1877, to a bureaucrat 
father and a commoner mother. He came from a big family, being the eighteenth of the 
thirty-two brothers and sisters. When he was eight his father passed away and his 
mother became the sole provider who raised him and his young brother. So after school 
he had to come back home and helped his mother working and helped teaching his 
brother (Sujittra, 1983, p.l). The lessons to his brother were probably Jaophraya 
Thammasakmontri’s first teachings, having his own brother as his first student. At the 
age of twelve, in 1888, he began education in the Bophitphimuk Temple School in the 
traditional system and performed well in examinations. He attended Suan Kulap, 
Sunanthalai, and especially in the Normal School, when he graduated top of the first 
class in 1894 (Wyatt, 1969, p.363).
Jaophraya Thammasakmontri was definitely a rising star in the bureaucracy. In 
1896, he was sent by the Ministry of Education to study a teacher-training course in 
London.19 There he was placed under the supervision of Sir Robert L. Morant, who had 
served in Siam before. After he had finished the training course in England, he went to 
observe the education systems in the British colonies.of India and Burma, and sought
191896 was the first year that the Ministry of Education began sending qualified students to study 
education in England (La-ortong, 1979, p .l06). Although Jaophraya Thammasakmontri did not enrol for 
the full-time study, he was one of the members of the first generation of Siamese to experience the 
English education system.
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the ways in which the systems there could be adopted in Siam. Jaophraya 
Thammasakmontri returned to Siam in 1898 and became the deputy director of the 
Inspection Department in 1900. In that year, his notable job was that he began to 
implement the division of schools in Bangkok following the model in British India, 
where he had visited (Sujittra, 1983, p.10). From that point on he became one of the 
most important reformer educationalists, and went on to take a new position as the 
director of the Royal Pundits Department in 1902.
The education policy of Jaophraya Thammasakmontri, therefore, reflected the 
semicolonial status of the Siamese state. His policies, on the one hand, can be seen as a 
reform. But on the other hand, they can be put in comparison with the policies in the 
colonies elsewhere during the same period of time. That is, Jaophraya 
Thammasakmontri imitated from the Western colonisers which made Siamese 
educational policies resemble that of the colonies in the Asia, including Japan (Thak, 
2009, p.461).20 Between 16 December 1901 and 14 January 1902, when Crown Prince 
Vajiravudh travelled back from Britain to Siam via Japan, Jaophraya 
Thammasakmontri was sent to assist the crown prince in observing the Japanese 
education system. He spent thirty-four days on an intense study of Japanese system, and 
took the education model from Japan straight to Siam. He commented that,
Siam is a new country and has little money to invest [in education]. Unlike other 
[countries], our national education scheme is very recent and we cannot afford to 
spend a lot of money on it. But we have picked [yip- uSu] some [educational
policies] from Europe and America and selected [torn- non] from Japan, which is 
not an embarrassing deed at all (Sujittra, 1983, p.l 1).
Thak Chaloemtiarana has studied the literature of the same period and argued that, in 
the same vein, the Siamese intellectuals not only accepted that they “stole” the 
knowledge from the West, but they also promoted this act as “mastering” of the West 
(Thak, 2009, pp.461-463; see the discussion on the Wachirayan Library/Club in chapter 
7). Indeed, for Jaophraya Thammasakmontri, selecting educational policies from 
British India and Japan that were right for Siam was a great strategy.
20Here Thak refers to Peter Jackson’s opening remarks at the “Ambiguous Allure of the West” 
conference held at Cornell University on 5 November 2004 that Siamese elite mimicked the colonial 
policies and practices to consolidate their power, see Thak, 2009, n.6.
Furthermore, when he came back to Siam, Jaophraya Thammasakmontri 
gathered with the likeminded nobles and officials including Prince Bidyalongkom 
(1876-1945, pseudonym Nor. Mor. Sor.), Phraya Surintharacha (Nokyung Wisetkul, 
pseudonym Mae Wan),~~Nai Rachanat Yanuhan (Pas Bunnag), and Phraya 
Praphakonwong (Wong Bunnag) to begin publishing lak xvitthaya (“stealing 
knowledge”) journal in 1905. The journal lasted for over two years and had to cease 
publication due to the increased bureaucratic workload on the founders. Later the 
Thawipanya journal began publication, as a supplement for the Thawipanya Club, but it 
was also short-lived. The main purpose of journal publication was “to spend leisure 
time productively” (chai xvela wang haipen prayot- (Sujittra, 1983,
P-19).
By the reign of King Vajiravudh, Jaophraya Thammasakmontri was appointed 
the Deputy Minister of Education in 1912 before he went on to become the Minister 
between 1915 and 1926, succeeding Jaophraya Phra Sadet, and again between 1932 
and 1933 (Wyatt, 1969, p.363).
21Prince Bidyalongkom was the son of Phra Pinklao (1808-1866), the Second King crowned by 
King Mongkut. He went to study at the University of Cambridge between 1898 and 1899. His notable 
works of literature under pseudonym Nor.Mor. Sor. wercNithan Wetan (1918) and Sam Krung (1944). He 
was also a tennis enthusiast and the initiator of what later became the Lawn Tennis Association of 
Thailand (http://en.ltat.org/history.html, accessed 16 April 2014).
22Phraya Surintharacha under the pseudonym Mae Wan(mifu), translated Marie Corelli’s (1855- 
1924) Vendetta into Khwamphayabat and published it serially in lakxvittayabetxveen 1900-1901. 
Khwamphayabat is considered to be the first Thai novel translated from a western novel.
23lt is believed that King Vajiravudh (then the Crown Prince) and Luang Wilatpariwat 
(pseudonym khru liam) were also among the founders of this magazine (Thak, 2007, p.73).
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Fig.31
Jaophraya Thammasakmontri (1877-1943) 
(Vorachart, 2012).
Jaophraya Thammasakmontri, also popularly remembered as Khru Thep,24was 
well known for his reformer attitude. He was, according to one writer, “the progressive 
traditional teacher” {khru boran hua kaona- fnluiitutnnrunfi) (Cholthira, 1983, p.24). The
Ministry of Education chose him to be a regular lecturer to the teachers in Bangkok in 
the new teaching techniques in elementary and secondary schools. The teaching 
changed from being based on textbooks word for word to a more student-oriented 
approach (Sujittra, 1983, p.9).
Above all, Jaophraya Thammasakmontri’s role was central to the Siamese 
state’s project in creating the Siamese gentlemen. He commissioned and collaborated
24The title khru reflected the quality of “monk without the robe” inJaophraya 
Thammasakmontri. The title khru in front of a person’s name means “teacher”. In Thai society the word 
khru encompasses more than a person who teaches because it intrinsically relates to Buddhism. Khru is in 
the Buddhist “Six Directions” Principle {(hit hok- ufmn) including 1) Front direction: mother and father
2) Right direction: teacher and lecturer 3) Back direction: son/daughter and wife 4) Left direction: friend 
5) Lower direction: servant and 6) Upper direction: monks (Somchai Anuttaro, 2008). When the title khru 
is given to a person, it signifies a very high level of respect. The relationship between khru, a teacher, and 
sit, a student, is a very special one. If a person has been titled a khru, he/she will be a khru for the rest of 
his/her life.
with others to write the Thammajariya25 series, the six volumes of moral education that 
were distributed in schools from the 1880s onwards well to the middle of the twentieth 
century. It was a classic educational treatise bom out of the period when the projects of 
creating gentlemen were being implemented. The definition of Thammajariya, 
according to Jaophraya Thammasakmontri, was “good conduct; moral conduct”
(praphruetdipraphruet tarn tham -  ibsvitpif) ibnifiebnuBisu) (Thammsakmontri, 1959, p.5).
This textbook series was together a didactic manual describing the qualities of a moral 
person, aimed to instmct Siamese children in schools. The importance of knowing the 
use of leisure time, as will be shown below, was one among major moral conducts 
included in Jaophraya Thammasakmontri’s Thammajariya series.
The Notion o f Spending Free Time “Productively” (Hai Pen Prayotj in the 
Thammajariya Textbook Series
The ideas of Jaophraya Phra Sadet and Jaophraya Thammasakmontrireflect two 
intertwined aspects of the Siamese state’s project of creating persons who, among other 
things, know how to spend the free time productively (hai pen prayot). The two aspects 
of “being productive” are economics and moral. They would become the two 
inseparable side of the same coin of Siamese leisure culture from this time onwards.
The following will discuss each aspect through the textbooks series Thammajariya.
Firstly, “productive” was meant in an economic sense. To spend the free time 
productively is to be economically productive. As we have seen in chapters 4 and 5, 
leisure activities went through the processes that turned them into commodities. As a 
result of these processes, the Siamese leisure activities and leisure time began to possess 
an inherent economic value that did not have to depend on the traditional manpower 
system any more. The Siamese people, therefore, began to be recognised by the Siamese 
state as the “tax base” of the country. Indeed, the state saw it as being essential for the 
“tax base” to pursue leisure activities in economically useful ways.
For the state, Siam had to meet the requirements of the global processes of 
capitalist expansion. In order to answer to such requirements, Siam had to reform
25It is the combination of thamma, the “moral teaching of the Buddha”, and jariya as “good 
behaviours”.
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itscultural structures and institutions to facilitate the expansion of the capitalist system, 
what I have called the process of “synchronisation” of the Siamese state (see 
Introduction). In this respect, what Siamese did in their leisure time was crucial because 
if they spent it in economically productive ways, the state could expect more revenue.
This cultural restructuring was crucial for the Siamese absolutist state from the 
reign of King Chulalongkorn and continued to the time of his son Vajiravudh. In her 
analysis of school textbook projects and the rise of official nationalism, Kullada argues 
that the textbook played the role as ideological justification for King Chulalongkorn to 
transform Siam to the absolutist system, so that “the interest of the state coincided with 
those of the people” (Kullada, 1987, pp.1-2). In order for the people to coincide with the 
state’s interest, they had to spend time in economically productive ways.
In Thammajariya volume 4, Jaophraya Thammasakmontri wrote about the 
importance of hard work (khwamphian- fnuimui; khwamkhayan- fnimjmi). He gave an
example of tribesmen in Africa.
Some types of human in this world are still uncultured and barbaric [pa-thuean- 
ihinou].26They are not educated and are still illiterate. They live in a jungle [pa-
dong- ilw]. They do not have shelter nor wear clothes like us [Siamese].. .For
example, tribesmen in the African continent called Negro. They do not seem to 
have progress [khwamjaroen -  fnuimlty] and still live like they have been for a
thousand years.
These [African tribesmen], therefore, are lazy [kiat khran- inowfiu] and
do not try to work more than just enough to fill their stomachs. (Thammajariya 
volume 4, pp.76-77, emphasis from the original text)
Hard-working people, indeed, are what Siamese state desired. In the next 
volume of Thammajariya, volume 5, the emphasis on spending time productively is 
even clearer and more straightforward. The chapter titled “training oneself in leisure 
time” (khwamfuekfon toneng nai wela wang -fniuHnflufluiodunfnin) begins with the Thai
26Thongchai (2000b) has discussed the Siamese ’s elite construction of the Others. He sees that 
the Siamese elite did so in a similar fashion with the colonial construction, with a notable difference. That 
is, Siamese Others were the elite’s own subjects, therefore Thongchai called this “The Others Within”
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translated English proverb “it is never too late to learn” and gives examples of a seventy 
year-old man who began studying Sanskrit and a story of a Siamese noble who began 
riding a bicycle at the age of fifty-nine (Thammasakmontri, 1959, p.130).
In this chapter, Jaophraya Thammasakmontri stresses the value of leisure time 
that should not be wasted. One’s leisure time should be spent in studying at least half an 
hour daily. During the time that the Siamese education was done in the temples, he 
points out, the avid learners acquired Buddhist knowledge through hard work. After 
their day job, they spent the time after work reading and studying. These learners are 
good examples (Thammasakmontri, 1959, pp. 131-132). Jaophraya Thammasakmontri 
gives examples, among others, of the Scottish astronomer James Ferguson who did not 
have a high formal education and the English poet William Shakespeare, who had to 
leave school at a young age because his family could not afford the tuition fee. Both 
became great men because they studied hard in their leisure time (Thammasakmontri, 
1959, p. 133).
Spending leisure time productively, Jaophraya Thammasakmontri announces, 
was the sign of a civilised people like in Europe, who he put as the upper benchmark of 
civilisation. “If we observe closely, the Europeans do not sit idly; when they have 
nothing to do, they always read. The Europeans read books in their leisure time” 
(Thammasakmontri, 1959, p. 137).
Once again, following the Thammajariya volume 4, in volume 5 Jaophraya 
Thammasakmontri posits Africa at the lowest benchmark of civilisation, in contrast to 
Europe. The African people were an example of people who did not spend leisure time 
productively, hence they were uncivilised. He points out that,
The uncivilised people in Africa do not seem to regret letting time drift by. 
When they do not go hunting for their food they stay at home and make 
elaborate patterns on their spear handles and shields. They waste [sia wela] no 
less than six hours a day on these things (Thammasakmontri, 1959, p. 139, 
quoted in Kullada, 1987, p.4).
“This shows that”, Jaophraya Thammasakmontri continues, “the time for the 
uncivilised people [of Africa] was wasted in activities that are not productive [ha prayot
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rnai dai- uidiHtnmbJlfl] but the time of the civilised people is greatly productive. [Time]
is knowledge, ability, power, property, etc.” (Thammasakmontri, 1959, pp. 138-139). He 
concludes the chapter by quoting the beginning of a sonnet by the English poet John
97Milton that “time is a great thief who keeps returning to steal our lives bit by bit” 
(Thammasakmontri, 1959, p.140).
Whether or not Siam’s contemporary, Africa, was so uncivilised like Jaophraya 
Thammasakmontri had pictured was beside the point. He had never been to Africa, 
nor did he need to. In order to show the “good” way, he needed to show “bad” ways of 
spending leisure time. The chapter “training oneself in leisure time” in the 
Thammajariya series above demonstrates how to make economically useful free time, 
and the waste of free time. This shows that, the desired behaviour of the people—the 
civilised people—was to know how to make use of the time, whether it was work time 
or leisure time. If we use Jaophraya Phra Sadet’s words, the civilised people were 
“honest” to time.
The second aspect of spending free time productively (hai pen prayot) was 
according to the Buddhist moralising discourse. This is because if one looks only at the 
economic benefit of leisure time, one might be tempted to ask, what about gambling, 
opium smoking, or drinking alcohol? Were they not “productive” since they generated a 
lot of money? From the Siamese state’s point of view, the answer was no. We can see 
from chapter 5 that, although activities in the leisure plazas generated a large sum of 
revenue, they were not part of wela wang for the Siamese state. These “bad” leisure 
activities began to be excluded from the “good” leisure according to the Buddhist 
moralising discourses. Therefore, for the Siamese state, spending leisure time in an
27This comes from Milton’s sonnet VII How soon hath Time that begins with “How soon hath 
Time, the subtle thief of youth/Stolen on his wing my three and twentieth year!” (Milton, 1999 [1645], 
P-32).
Siam and countries in Africa were not too far apart in terms of infrastructure building. 
Comparative studies of Siam and the countries in the African continent during the colonial time were long 
overdue. We can have a look at some examples: before 1905, railway building in Africa was “in full 
swing” and mostly completed by 1914 (Wrigley, 1986, p.80), two years before Siam’s Hua Lamphong 
station began operating. By the turn of the twentieth century, “pleasure car” appeared in French West 
Africa. Between 1906 and 1910, West Africa’s foreign trade surged fifteen times. The National Bank of 
Nigeria was opened in 1933, almost a decade before Siam (Iliffe, 2007 [1995], pp.219-221). The list can 
go on.
29It is intriguing to think that the tone in this textbook, written at the end of the nineteenth 
century, resembles what the French ambassador Simon de La Loubere wrote about the Siamese by the 
end of the seventeenth century. He described the Siamese, generally comparing them with the French at 
the time, as “it is no wonder if the Siamese are not in any great care about their Subsistence, and if in the 
evening there is heard nothing but Singing in their houses” (La Loubere, 1691, p.35 quoted in Reid, 1988, 
p.50).
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economically useful way was not enough. The Siamese had to spend leisure time 
according to the Buddhist moralistic principles as well.
Gambling was the prime target of critique of “bad” leisure. In the first volume of 
Thammajariya chapter 5, “Being Economical” (khwamkrametkramae -  fmunnmifo
rusumj),30there is ä story of Nai Chang and Nai Chorp who are friends.3 xNai Chang
comes from a well-to-do family, while Nai Chorp, on the other hand, comes from a poor 
background. They are neighbours and go to the same school. Both performed well at 
school, so their parents reward them with money. But due to their difference in family 
income, Nai Chorp receives half the amount of Nai Chang. During the school lunch 
break, Nai Chang likes games that he can bid with money to win, but in contrast Nai 
Chorp likes to read books or play football, which makes his body strong 
(Thammasakmonri, 1906, pp.25-26). As time goes by, Nai Chang begins losing his 
lunch money in gambling, and as a result his stomach becomes empty and his study gets 
worse. We might be able to predict the end of the story. When Nai Chorp has grown up 
he becomes wealthy because he has kept himself away from gambling. On the contrary, 
Nai Chang has been reduced in status to become a servant in the end after his parents 
have passed away (Thammasakmonri, 1906, pp.23-31).
This “Being Economical” chapter concludes with the moral teaching as in the 
Aesop’s fables, and leaves the students with vocabularies to memorise including: “being 
economical” (,khwamkrametkramae-  fmun«mijfm«imjj), “merit making” (thambun-
■vfnjnj), “interest” {phon prayot- wmbsltmt) and “wealthy man” (setthi-  ifmtf)
(Thammajariya volume 1, p.31). The combination of these words at the end of this 
chapter reaffirms that being economical and moral were two indispensable qualities to 
make one chorp, or righteous.
We have seen the two inseparable dimensions of the notion of “spending free 
time productively”. But economics and morality do not go together all the time. In fact, 
more often than not they contradict each other. Indeed, as I have shown in chapter5, tax
30It seems that the idea of being economical and the idea of saving money only began to be 
widely adopted among the Siamese elite from the middle of the nineteenth century onwards, if not later. 
Prince Damrong Rajanubhab recalled that there were only a handful of the elite who had savings. This 
was because food was still abundant and cheap. He stated that even Phra Pinklao, the Second King in 
King Mongkut’s reign, only had 2,400 baht in cash when he died in 1866 (Damrong, 1962, p.6). The idea 
of saving money is very interesting, but it is not within the scope of this study.
31Chorp means “like” “righteous” or “correct” and chang means “hate” “un-likable”. The story 
of Nai Chorp and Nai Chang in Thammajariyavo\ume 1 shows the negative results of having money 
without moral awareness.
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on gambling houses in the leisure plazas—with activities like gambling, opium 
smoking, drinking, prostitution, etc.—became the major source of revenue for the 
Siamese treasury from the last few decades of the nineteenth century. The Siamese elite, 
with this reliance on the leisure economy, felt uncomfortable and sought ways to initiate 
the political project parallel to it, aiming to make Siam, or, rather, the elite themselves, 
appears modem and civilised on par with other nations. This was done through modem 
education. The task, however, was how to create a modem subject with nationalism and 
Buddhism as integral parts of the training and at the same time able to synchronise with 
the “Victorian ecumene” that was in vogue among the Siamese elite and local rulers in 
the colonies in the 1890s through to the 1900s. It will be shown that King Vajiravudh 
had pursued several ways to achieve this goal.
The Wild Tiger Corps and the Productive Use of Time
Soon after King Vajiravudh ascended the throne in 1910, he established the 
paramilitary organisation called theWild Tiger Corps (Suea Pa -  modi) and drew
members from volunteers in the civil bureaucracy. An extensive analysis of the 
intention of the King in establishing the corps to disseminate nationalist ideologies has 
been provided elsewhere (Vella, 1978, ch.3; Kullada, 2004, ch.5). Here I will focus 
particularly on the concern about the notion of time by the King himself in the text The 
Spirit o f Wild Tigers (Plukjai sueapa— iknKmoih)33 and Sermons to the Wild Tigers
Corps (Thetsana sueapa- mmnmoih).
The Spirit o f Wild Tigers and the Use o f Time
The Spirit o f Wild Tigers was a compilation based on the speeches that King 
Vajiravudh gave to the Wild Tiger Coips members during the course of May-July 1911
32 Following Carol Breackenridge, Peleggi adopted the term “Victorian ecumene” as the 
backdrop of the making of the modern image of the Siamese elites as they were “transnational elite whose 
cosmopolitan identity was predicated upon shared tastes and cultural practices spanning East and West, 
colony and metropole” (Peleggi, 2002, p. 13).
I cannot find the date for the first publication for plukjai sueapa, but surely it would have been 
first published once between 1911 and 1914, before the second print came out in 1914.
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(Vajiravudh, 1914). The King expressed an idea to set up the corps when he went on 
excursion in the coastal towns of the Gulf of Thailand in April of the same year. The 
meeting was convened on the Chakri Battleship, with thirteen middle-ranking 
bureaucrats who accompanied the King on this trip. They were the founding members 
of the Wild Tiger Corps (Vorachart, 2010b, pp.135-136).34 We can see that all the 
founding members of the corps were middle-ranking bureaucrats and those who worked 
in the Royal Page Department, and all were close to the king.
In chapter 3 of The Spirit o f Wild Tigers, “Duties of everybody” (nathi prajam 
tua thukkhon- Mtfiviibswhunfiu), King Vajiravudh talked about the transformation of the
social organisation of Siam from the phrai system, based on the need to conscript men 
for war, to the period when the money economy spread and war became less frequent. 
People, as a result, had more time to make money and the government’s need for people 
to report on corvee labour was replaced by the need for money. He said that when there 
were no men on duty like in the phrai system anymore, a man has a duty to be 
conscripted (Vajiravudh, 1914, pp.29-37). “Being a soldier is nothing to be embarrassed 
about”, he mentions, “what one should be embarrassed about is to do bad things like 
being idle [yuchoey choey- oejmtn], be interested in only eating and sleeping [kin kin
norn norn- nvnuau'n]- Those who do nothing useful for the nation, that they are bom in
and live in, should rather be embarrassed” (Vajiravudh, 1914, p.35). Here King 
Vajiravudh stressed the indignity of being idle, and wasting time in doing things not 
useful for the nation, hence these bad traits do not belong to Wild Tiger Corps members. 
The King’s statement leads us to wonder, however, what was wrong with “eating and 
sleeping” if they both were necessary parts of human life?
34They included Phraya Surasena (Royal Aide-de-Camp Department); Phraya Burutrattana 
Ratchaphanlop (Royal Page Department); Kromkhun Sappasat Supphakit (Minister of the Royal 
Household); Nai Khan Humphrae (later Chaopraya Ramrakhob, Royal Page Department); Nai Chan 
Humphrae (later Phraya Khatathonbodi Siharatbanmuang, Royal Page Department); Luang Buri Navarat; 
Momjao Piyabut Chakraphan; Nai Worakitbanharn (Royal Page Department); Nairong Sanit (Royal Page 
Department); Nai Worakanbancha (Royal Page Department); Phraya Theptawarawadi (Royal Page 
Department); Phraya Apaironnarit (Ministry of the Royal Household); Nai Pinairatchakit (Royal Page 
Department) (See Vorachart, 2010, pp.135, 153).
204
The Use o f Time in Sermons to the Wild Tigers Corps
Buddhism went hand-in-hand with the importance placed on the use of time in 
the training of the Wild Tigers. King Vajiravudh had given lectures in comparative 
religion between April 1914 and August 1915. The lectures were compiled and used as 
a text book called Sermons to the Wild Tigers Corps (Thetsana suea pa- rnrnnmoih)
(Vajiravudh, 1917).35 The book consists of three parts. The first part deals with the birth 
of the three main religions, Buddhism, Christianity,36 and Islam. The second part 
illustrates the reasons for the decline of Buddhism after the death of the Buddha, and 
how to prevent the decline. The third part illustrates major Buddhist teachings.
Sermons to the Wild Tigers Corps was anything but a comparative religion 
textbook. It was, in fact, a treatise to show how Buddhism was superior to other major 
religions. In other words, it was an Occidentalist sermon. For example, apart from 
including Islam as one among major world religions, nowhere else in the text is Islam 
mentioned. The rest of the first part is devoted to show the superiority of Buddhism 
over Christianity, and hence its better suitability for Siam (Vajiravudh, 1917, p.l). 
“Catholicism was born 543 years after the death of the Buddha, so it was a new religion 
comparing to Buddhism. The essence of Jesus’s teaching, moreover, had already been 
taught in the Buddha’s teaching” (Vajiravudh, 1917, p.7). This message concludes in 
table form to show the differences in Buddhism and Christianity.
35The book shows many features on how King Vajiravudh’s lectures to the Wild Tigers were 
seen, among his circle at least, as a Buddhist sermon. The word thetsana is a word for Buddhist monk’s 
preaching, to begin with. In the book, each chapter was called kan (nil'll), a Pali word meaning chapter in 
the monk’s long sermon.
36 King Vajiravudh meant Catholicism, as the word used was khritsatang (filflpn) (Vajiravudh,
1917, p.2).
Table 6
King Vajiravudh’s Lecture on Differences between 
Buddhism and Christianity
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1. Buddha was bom in a royal family. 1. Jesus was bom in a commoner 
family.
2. The father of Buddha was a king. 2. No record of the father of Jesus.
3. Budhha went against the Brahmins. 
But later on they joined him and he was 
unharmed.
3. Jesus went against Jewish Religion, 
and was crucified.
4. Buddhism was born before 
Catholicism.
4. Jesus’ teachings were all in 
Buddha’s teaching.
5. Buddhist teachings are rational. The 
Buddha did not force anybody to believe 
in him. But if they think the teaching is 
true, they will have faith.
5. Catholicism forced the believers to 
believe in Jesus.
Source: Vajiravudh, 1917, pp.l 1-12.
But we should not see Sermons to the Wild Tigers Corps as a declaration of a 
Holy War. In was, on the contrary, a strategy that was aimed inwards to the Siamese 
rather than outwards to the Christian West. Here the semicolonial power was at work: 
King Vajiravudh wedded his version of Buddhism with the idea of the nation and 
instilled it in the Wild Tigers Corps, which was modelled after the Scout in England 
(Chanan, 2013, pp.l 04-109). This makes the character of King Vajiravudh’s ideas for 
the corps, like those of Jaophraya Thammasakmontri in education policies, part of the 
semicolonial status of the Siamese absolutist state. King Vajiravudh saw that he needed 
both Siamese and Western discourses in order to create a mechanism to defend the 
monarchy.
Not only Buddhism was needed, but a Brahmanic ceremony according to the 
spiritual temporality also confirmed the special status of a Wild Tiger. The example can 
be seen in the first Water of Allegiance37 ceremony for the Wild Tigers. The ceremony 
was arranged at 1pm, on Saturday 6 May 1912 at the Wat Phra Kaew, the Temple of the 
Emerald Buddha in the Grand Palace. Brahmanic procedures were observed as well as a
37The Drinking of the Water of Allegiance is part of Siamese state ceremonies (see detail in 
Wales, 1992 [1931 ], pp.l93-198).
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38Buddhist ceremony led by Prince Wachirayan, the Supreme Patriarch. The auspicious 
time was 4.45pm and 20 seconds. The ceremony ended with Prince Wachirayan 
handing out sacred water (nammon-  inuuef) for each of the members of the Corps
(Vorachart, 2010b, pp.136-139). After the ceremony, to put in a metaphor, the Wild 
Tigers were domesticated. Here it seems that King Vajiravudh’s idea to set up the corps, 
although from the West, was not as secular as has been suggested (Kullada, 2004, p.36).
The Wild Tiger Corps was evaluated by later scholars either as a failed 
nationalist movement (Kullada, 2004, pp. 144-153) or in a rather more positive light. 
That is, although the corps has been seen as a waste of time (ironically, since the 
movement was meant to demonstrate the productive use of time), but the money for the 
activities of the Wild Tiger Corps came from the privy purse or the members’ personal 
contributions, not from the treasury (Vella, 1978, pp.50-52). The re-evaluation of the 
Wild Tiger Corps is still open to historians. To be sure, the creation of the corps brought 
about great resentment among the middle rank officials in the army and led to the 1912 
Revolt, detailed above, which was by and large the surfacing of the conflict between the 
Siamese absolutism and the newly emerged bourgeoisie that was a by-product of the 
expanding bureaucracy itself.39
Nevertheless, the creation of the Wild Tiger Corps at least was part of the larger 
project of creating the gentlemen throughout the sixth reign. If we see the corps as an 
unsuccessful attempt by King Vajiravudh, we should see the more successful institution 
of King Vajiravudh’s gentlemen having been, and are still being, created. It was the 
project that even the king himself did not live to see the achievements of: the Royal 
Pages College.
38 Prince Wachirayan (1869-1921) was a son of King Mongkut who served as the Supreme 
Patriarch of the Buddhist Sangha from 1910 until his death. For his autobiography, see Vajiranana, 1979.
39 Atcharaporn (1997) has dealt extensively with the 1912 Revolt. However, Kullada criticises 
Atcharaporn in that the latter does not consider the 1912 Revolt as part of the state-building process. For 
Kullada, the Revolt was not a result of dissatisfaction against any particular king, but a result of the larger 
structural change (Kullada, 2004, p.206). For other major works on the topic, see Thamsuk, 1979; 
Varangkana, 2006; Nuttapoll, 2011; 2012.
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The Use of Time in the Royal Pages College
The Wild Tiger Corps was not the only invention that King Vajiravudh initiated 
to defend his power. While he was in the course of training the Wild Tigers, he had 
sown the seeds of another project in creating the Siamese gentlemen who would protect 
the Nation, Religion, and King at the same time. This time his training was more 
fundamental, and took longer to see the results, and King Vajiravudh did not live to see 
the fruition of the project. Unlike the Wild Tiger Corps members who were volunteers 
from the bureaucracy and were already twenty years of age or older, this project began 
the training on Siamese young boys at the age of less than ten. It was Siam’s first all­
boys British-style public school, the Royal Pages College, later known as Vajiravudh 
College.
Vajiravudh College and the Creation o f King Vajiravudh ’s Siamese Gentlemen
The idea of phudi had been transferred into the training of the young Siamese 
into gentlemen (suphapburut). A month after King Vajiravudh ascended the throne, he 
consulted one of the most able educationalists of his time, Jaophraya 
Thammasakmontri (then Phraya Paisan Silapasat), to set up an English-style public 
school. Jaophraya Thammasakmontri, as a result, rearranged the former Royal Pages 
College into two sections. One section, which was originally to train bureaucrats to 
serve the Ministry of Interior, was expanded to serve other ministries. This section was 
renamed King Chulalongkorn’s Civil Service College.40 For another section of the 
college, Jaophraya Thammasakmontri consulted an English architect, Edward Healey, 
to set up a permanent public school and proposed it to the king. King Vajiravudh agreed 
with the plan and gave his land in Dusit district to be the permanent location 
(Vajiravudh College Centennial, 2010, pp.33-34) and funded 100,000 baht as the initial 
saving to the college (Vorachart, 2012).
This latter section of the Royal Pages College, which was renamed Vajiravudh 
College in the next reign, was established on 29 December 1910, but it took several
40In 1917, it was upgraded to Chulalongkorn University.
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months before the school began to operate. On 3 March 1911, King Vajiravudh 
convened a meeting with the original board committees41 and assigned Jaophraya 
Thammasakmontri to draft the announcement of the opening of the school in the Royal 
Gazette. He declared his intention to establish the school that, “I want to build the 
Royal Pages School as a substitute to building a monastery, which is the tradition 
that previous kings and nobles followed in the past” (Vorachart, 2012, emphasis added).
The idea of building a school in place of a monastery reflects the need for 
“monks without robes” or King Vajiravudh’s gentlemen. The king’s intention shows 
that he was in need of laymen more than monks in his reign. But he did not intend to 
create secular subjects. Instead, he wanted to train laymen with the same regimen 
(Vinaya) as that of training monks in the monastery and with modem education at the 
same time. For the king, the world in the 1910s made it necessary to training people 
through modern education rather than through the Buddhist education in the temple like 
in the past. This school was planned to be a place where a boy would be trained from a 
young age, from seven to ten years old, until he would reach the age of almost twenty. 
This was the ultimate goal of the king: to groom subjects whom he would call “my 
children” (Vorachart, 2010b, p.61).
To ensure the loyalty of his subjects, King Vajiravudh added extra twists in the 
training of the students in Royal Pages College, which was more than just training 
instrumental skills. Academic excellence was not the most important aim of the college. 
The king wrote a personal letter, which shows his intention to establish the college most 
clearly. This personal letter was meant to be sent to two persons: Jaophraya Phra Sadet 
Surentharathibodi and Jaophraya Thammasakmontri. I have outlined both of their lives 
and works above. The king wrote this letter in the English language, and it is worth 
quoting at length here (words underlined below are emphasised in the original text):
All systems and rules and syllabus are really so much waste paper, and worse 
still - waste of time, if [Royal Page College students] do not succeed in 
producing the sort of citizens we want for our country. I do not say that what 
applies to England will equally apply to Siam. On the contrary it would be a 
very grave mistake to adopt English methods in toto without alteration.
41The board committees included Jaophraya Worawongpiphat (Yen Isarasena), Phraya 
Burutrattanaratchaphanlop (Nop Kraireuk), Phraya Bamre rborirak (Sai Na Mahachai), Jaophraya 
Thammasakmontri (Sanan Thephatsadin na Ayutthaya) and Jaophraya Ramrakhob (Fua Phuengbun) 
(Vorachart, [http://www.vajiravudh.ac.tlWC_Annals/vc_ainnal7.htm, accessed 24 July 2013]).
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In the Royal Pages College, what I want is not so much to turn out model 
boys, all of the same standard, all brilliant “Madhayom”42 scholars with 
thousands of marks each, as to turn out efficient young men. - young men who 
will be physically and morally clean, and who will be looking forward keenly to 
take up whatever burden the future may lay upon them. - 1 do not want 
monuments of learning who have passed all your exams with flying colours. I do 
not want walking school books. What I want are just manly43 young men, 
honest, truthful, clean in habit and thoughts; and I would not break my heart 
about it if you told me that such or such fellow writes with difficulty, can’t do 
compound fraction, or does not know any geometry, if I only knew that he has 
learnt enough at my school to know the difference between true manliness and 
effeminacy. I never want again to hear “clever” people complaining that “{fqjqp
innabmifnlmsfl”.44 At the Mahadlek College [Royal Pages College], what I want
is that education should mean the turning of a boy into a fine young man and a 
good citizen, not to crush out all individuality under the weight of syllabus and 
system!
All this may all or may not be in accord with your scheme of Education - 
if it is, then I am glad; but if not, then please let me have a fair trial with my 
idea. Don’t try and make my Teachers “toe your line”; let them “toe” mine, 
because they are running in my “sports”, in which I am giving the “Cups”.
V.R. (Vorachart, 2010b, pp. 185-187).
As we can see from the memoir, for King Vajiravudh, a Siamese gentleman is 
“efficient”, “morally clean”, “hard working”, “manly”, and a “good citizen”. These 
were qualities that the king wanted to instil upon his “children” at the Royal Pages 
College. The college, in this sense, was an institution that aimed to provide the 
environment in which the desired type of person, the Siamese gentlemen, could be bom 
and bred.
42Secondary education.
43This word was translated by Pin Malakul (1903-1995), a son oiJaophraya Phra Sadet 
Surentharathibodi who served as a Minister of Education between 1957 and 1969, as “gentleman”
(suphapburut).
44King Vajiravudh wrote this word flwtyniimhiowjlmofl (panya thuam hua ao tua mai ror t) in 
Thai. It is a Thai idiom literally meaning “to have knowledge high above one’s head but still not knowing 
how to survive”. It is still used in Thailand today as a pejorative to call a person who is highly educated 
but does not know other skills, and unable to cope with problems in life outside academia.
210
There was, however, an unstated message that was not hard to notice. When 
King Vajiravudh said that the Royal Pages College was his “sport”, he was implying the 
most important quality that he did not mention, or did not need to mention. A Siamese 
gentleman must also be loyal to him. Therefore, apart from being physically clean and 
morally pure, the Siamese gentlemen had to be loyal to him, the father.
As with the Wild Tigers, King Vajiravudh included Buddhist morality into the 
teachings in the Royal Pages College, but there was a notable difference between the 
two institutions. Because the Royal Pages College was a boarding school (rongrian kin 
norn- iNilmimnieu), it provided the conditions and environment that were apt for more
intense training than the Wild Tigers, and the younger age of students enabled a more 
profound effect on the younger students (Vajiravudh, 1990, p. 140). It was a site for 
King Vajiravudh to create “a monk without robes”, or his Siamese gentlemen through 
this special training. Here, the use of time was an important issue in training students at 
the Royal Pages College. In the following I will show how essentially these Siamese 
gentlemen were trained to know the use of time.
Life in the Royal Pages College
On 1 April 1911, the New Year’s Day in Siamese calendar, Jaophraya 
Thammasakmontri announced the opening of admissions to the Royal Pages College to 
the public (RG, 2 April 1911, pp. 15-20). The announcement included student 
requirements. The applicants’ age had to be seven or older, and the admission was 
divided into two types. One type was students with royal support from the king, and 
another type was those who were normally enrolled. The royal supported student would 
be granted a scholarship from the king, but the rest were required to pay tuition fees and 
living fees; buy stationaries, uniforms, etc. The tuition fee was as high as 30 baht per 
month. The Royal Pages College was clearly not a school for commoners, as the 
admission criteria showed: “Sons of the board committee or the alumni will be 
prioritised over other applications” (RG, 2 April 1911, pp. 15-20).
The term time of the Royal Pages College reflects a similarity with monastic 
routine and the division of semester observed in Oxford University, where King 
Vajiravudh attended. There were three semesters according to the first written rule of 
the college. Whereas Oxford University had Michaelmas, Hilary, and Trinity terms that
followed the Christian tradition,43 the semesters of the Royal Pages College were named 
and arranged based on the Buddhist calendar. The first semester was called wisakha 
pains), from mid-May to mid-September;46 the second was called pawaranci (lhnan),47
from October to the end of December; and the third semester was called makha{y\wz),
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from January to the end of March (Royal Pages College, 1911).
Like in English public schools, daily routine in Vajiravudh College was fixed 
and strict. “What we have learned was that”, an alumnus reflected later, “we ate on 
time, we slept on time, we studied on time, and we played on time. We were trained to 
do everything on time” (Prakop, 1974, p.2). The daily routine in 191149 was:
6.00am wake up and make the bed
6.10am Morning tea
6.30am-7.30am Roll call, military and gymnastic training
7.30am Shower, get dressed for class
8.00am Breakfast
9.00am-12pm Roll call, class
12.30pm Lunch
45http://www.ox.ac.uk/about_the_university/university_year/dates_of_term.html, accessed 7 
April 2014.
46This period covered the Wisakha Bucha day (Vesak Day), which was, according to the lunar 
calendar, on the full moon of the sixthlunar month (usually May). Wishkha Bucha is held as the most 
important holy day in the Thai Buddhist calendar. The full moon of the sixth lunar month marked the 
birth, the enlightenment, and the death of the Buddha.
47This period covered the Maha Pawarana Day, which was, according to the lunar calendar, on 
the full moon of the eleventh lunar month. The Maha Pawarana Day falls on the end of Buddhist Lent 
(ork phansa- oonmitn), the full moon of the elventh lunar month.
48This period covered the Makha Bucha Day, which was, according to the lunar calendar, on the 
full moon of the thirdlunar month (February or March). The Makha Bucha Day, the full moon of the 
thirdlunar month, is believed to mark four auspicious occasions during the time that the Buddha was still 
alive: 1) 1,250 disciples came to see the Buddha that evening without being summoned; 2) All of them 
were Arhantas, the Enlightened Ones, and all were ordained by the Buddha himself; 3) The Buddha gave 
sermon to those Arhantas the principles of Buddhism, the Ovadhapatimokha (O-wathipatimok- 
loiurüiSlumj). Those principles are: to do what is good(tham khwamdi- Yhnrnj«) to cease from all evil(/a 
wen khwarnchua- ntnvifniim), and to cleanse one's mind{tham jitjai hai borisut- riniwIsiltfinqYi«).
49The daily routine of the College a decade later, in the 1920s, was a little bit different. 6.00am 
wake up, make the bed/ 6.30am bell, shower, and get dressed/ 7.00am bell, breakfast/ 8.00am bell, class 
time/ 10.00am interval, snack time/ 10.30am back to class/ 1.00pm class finished, lunch, free time/ 
3.30pm roll call/ 4.00pm bell, sport time/ 5.00pm take shower, wear sleepers/ 6.00pm bell, line up, and 
dinner/ 7.00pm “prep.” time (preparation time or study time)/ 8.00pm prep, time finished, pray, sing royal 
anthem, sleep (Prakop, 1974, p.2).
1.30pm-3.30pm Roll call and class
3.45pm-4.30pm Get dressed for military/gymnastic training
4.30pm Afternoon tea /sport /shower/ casual dress
6.30pm Dinner
7.30pm Roll call, study time
8.00pm Bed time for junior students
8.30pm Lights off for junior students
9.00pm Bed time for senior students
9.30pm Lights off for senior students
Note: - 3-3.30pm, students are not allowed into the bedroom unless with special 
permission
Every set time will be signalled by a bell once or twice. The first bell means 
the student must be ready for the next bell.
(Royal Pages College, 1911).
The bell tradition to tell the time was originally used both in the Western 
schools50 and in the Buddhist monastery. The disciplines imposed upon the students are 
not unlike those in the barracks and monastery, only the content of the activities was 
different. The punishments were no different either. A student could expect a flogging 
as punishment if he did not follow a schedule (Prakop, 1974, p.3).
Together with the discipline in the daily routine as in the English public schools, 
King Vajiravaudh laid out the plan to build a chapel (hor suat- wo«™) in the college to
make Buddhist observances a part of the college routine. It would be a meeting hall and
50The school, according to E. P. Thompson, was one of the institutions of the eighteenth century 
England that was the place to “inculcate” the discipline of industrial capitalism. “Once within the school 
gates, the child entered the new universe of disciplined time” (Thompson, 1967, p.84).
for students to chant.51 Every Sunday a monk would be invited to the College to give a 
sermon (Prakop, 1974, p.6).
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Fig-32
Buddhist Chapel in the Royal Pages College 
(Vorachart, 2010c, p.67).
From Royal Pages College to Vajiravudh College
After King Vajiravudh passed away in 1925, the Royal Pages College lived on 
and was renamed in 1926 as Vajiravudh College. In that year, Pkraya Prichanusat (Soen 
Panyarachun, 1890-1974) was appointed as the college’s headmaster. He was the right 
man for the job, as he had spent over five years in England and had been a boarding 
school student himself. Phraya Prichanusat won a King’s Scholarship to England, and 
enrolled at Shrewsbury School in 1905. After Shrewsbury, Phraya Prichanusat went on 
to study in Manchester University, under the supervision of Professor Chaim 
Weizmann, the first president of Israel (Prakop, 1974, pp.1-2). He came back to Siam 
and began his career serving in the Ministry of Education, and was also a member of the
51Later on in 1947, the school compiled a book which was intentionally based on the idea of the 
Bible (http://www.manager.co.th/DailyA^iewNews.aspx?NewsID=9480000091882&TabID=3&, 
accessed 26 July 2013); Interview with Vorachart Meechubot, Bangkok, 9 April 2013).
Wild Tiger Corps. It was at the corps training that he, a young man at the age of 22, had 
an audience with King Vajiravudh, and gained a quick acceptance as an able Siamese 
gentleman.
Fig-33
Phraya Prichanusat (Soen Panyarachun, 1890-1974) while studying in Manchester University 
Served as a headmaster at Vjiravudh College, 1926-1933 
(Prichanusat, 1974, no page number).
During his time as the headmaster at Vajiravudh College, Phraya Prichanusat 
initiated a regular meeting on Thursday afternoon, to which he invited important figures 
to give a speech, such as Prince Bidyalongkom (details above), a Cambridge University 
graduate, and, of course, Jaophraya Thammasakmontri. A notable guest was Sir 
Rabindranath Tagore, a Nobel laureate, who was invited to give a speech at the 
college’s chapel in 1927. Horace Geoffrey Quaritch Wales, a British archaeologist, was 
also working at the college during the time (Prakop, 1974, pp.1-2).
Sport and Sportsmanship in Vajiravudh College
In King Vajiravudh’s personal letter that I have illustrated above, he called the 
Vajiravudh College his “sport”. This “sport” that the king mentioned reflects another 
essential quality to the making of a Siamese gentleman. For King Vajiravudh, those 
who play sport were sportsmen, and sportsmen, in turn, had “sportsmanship” (namjai 
nakkila) at the heart of their social conduct.
The national educational policy by Jaophraya Thammasakmontri supported this 
point. In his view, physical education {phala sueksa- yraflntn) was one of the major three
types of education that Siam should promote, the other two being science studies and 
moral studies (Wirot, 2007, p.103). He was responsible for adding physical education to 
Siam’s national curriculum and organised numerous sport competitions among the 
students from the 1900s. Football (soccer), boxing, jujitsu, gymnastic, tennis, and 
athletic competitions were organised during Jaophraya Thammasakmontri’s time in the 
Ministry of Education (Wirot, 2007, pp.43-101).
Likewise, sport was Phraya Prichanusat’s major initiative during his time at 
Vajiravudh College, where he introduced many types of sport to the pupils. His love for 
sport stemmed in great part from his time at Shrewsbury School in England (Cremation 
volume for Phraya Prichanusat, 1974, p.2). At the college he initiated rugby, squash (he 
was an avid squash player), fives, rounder, baseball, and athletics (Prakop, 1974, pp.7- 
11). From the beginning of the college, sport was compulsory for the students, 
according to the daily routine that I have mentioned above.
Among many types of sports introduced by Phraya Prichanusat, rugby was the 
most important. Before his time at the college, students were encouraged to play 
football (soccer), a sport which began with a small circle of the Siamese students who 
returned from England, and began to be more widespread from the 1900s thanks to the 
efforts by Jaophraya Thammasakmontri. Football was made more popular throughout 
the country by King Vajiravudh from 1915, when he began the Royal Gold Cup football 
tournament among the Wild Tigers in 1915 and later set up the Football Association of 
Siam in 1916 (Vorachart, 2010a, pp.215-220).32
52The first office of the Association was located in the Royal Pages College. Interview with 
Vorachart Meechubot, Bangkok, 9 April 2013.
216
In 1926, rugby was introduced to the college by Siamese teachers who had spent 
time in England. Prior to that year, rugby was had been played only by a small number 
of expatriates in Bangkok. It was the first introduction of rugby into Siam, and from
53then on rugby was the tradition of Vajiravudh College.
Rugby and sport in general became an activity for the demonstration of what 
King Vajiravudh saw as the ideal type of his gentlemen, who must be “physically and 
morally pure”. “The result of [rugby] is that”, a group of alumni recalls,
1. We saw the manner of true gentlemen [.suphapburut]. You can spot 
players who played unfairly and with anger very clearly. In rugby, loving­
kindness [metta -  mnm]54 should not be directed only to the players in the same
side, but also to out to the opponents...
2. We saw true teamwork55...
3. [Rugby players] must have a strong body. If they do not look after 
their bodies, or save up energy, they will run out of power in the second half. 
Players must have excellent health...(Prakop, 1974, p.8).
King Vajiravudh aimed to create Siamese gentlemen from the training in Vajiravudh 
College. The timetable for the students was the model for how a person should spend 
his time “productively”. By merging the Western and Buddhist discourses together, 
King Vajiravudh and the educationalists created a domain where the subjects were 
trained to know the use of time.
53Rugby was not only played in Vajiravudh College, but also in the schools in the sphere of 
British colonialism, especially British Malaya. Rugby connected Vajiravudh College to another English- 
style public school, the Malay College Kuala Kangsar in the Federated Malay States, which was 
established in 1905, almost six years before the Royal Pages College. The Malay College was called “the 
Eton of the East” ([http://www.mcklc.edu.my/malay-college-history.html, accessed 27 Jul 2013]) as 
Vajiravudh College was also seen as “Siamese Eton” (Phaibun, 1990, p. 139). This shows the fact that the 
influence of the British Empire did not only manifest in direct colonies like the Federated Malay State, 
but also in semicolonial Siam. The two colleges would have to wait for a few decades before they began 
having their traditional rugby match, which continues into the present.
54Metta is part of the Four Brahma Viharas, or The Four Divine Emotions, of Buddhist dharma. 
They are Metta (loving-kindness), Kanina (compassion), Mudhita (joy with others), and Upekkha 
(equanimity).
55The English word “teamwork” is used here.
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During the first quarter of the twentieth century, King Vajiravudh and his 
educationalists strove to seize upon the meanings and conducts of desired persons who 
were meant to be the constituencies that bolstered the heavily challenged absolute 
monarchy. These persons, I have shown throughout the chapter, were called the 
Siamese gentlemen who had the quality of a phudi and sportsmanship. No other 
interpretations of gentlemen were possible, or allowed, outside of the foundations laid 
out by these Siamese elites, and no other definitions can offer the alternative to the 
“good” leisure provided by the education system set by the Ministers of Education. In 
this sense, it is impossible to think of a Siamese gentleman without their connection 
with the three pillars of Nation, Religion, and King. This process was “internal 
colonialism”, which was another side of the coin of “educational reform” by the Chakri 
dynasty during this time.
Conclusion
From the beginning of the twentieth century the moralising discourses became 
involved with the use of time The word wela wang in Thai does not mean only “free 
time”, but it means to spend free time in an economically and morally useful way. Wela 
wang, in this sense, became the language of the state. For the Siamese state, if an 
activity was not seen as “useful” or “productive” (pen prayot), it would not be called 
wela wang, although it was non-work time. For example, in the statist discourses of the 
sixth reign sport is wela wang, but gambling is not; reading for pleasure is wela wang, 
but drinking alcohol is not; dance drama in a theatre is wela wang, but dance-drama in a 
gambling house is not.
The meaning of wela wang, as a result, was a contradictory meaning in itself. 
That is, it was called “free”, but it was nothing to do with freedom. To spend leisure 
time in an economically useful way does not mean that it can be morally justified. This 
ambiguity would pose itself as an ongoing problem which would find itself central to 
the cultural politics in Siam, and later on Thailand in the twentieth century. Here leisure 
culture presented itself as a category of a newly emerged cultural community called the 
Siamese nation-state.
This chapter has discussed how the semicolonial character of Siam had played 
out through the training of the Wild Tigers Corps and the Royal Pages College. It has
218
been shown that, in order to defend his power, King Vajiravudh adopted several 
strategies—variously influenced by Western and Buddhist ideas—to establish subjects 
who would protect the ideology of Nation, Religion, and King. The creation of the Wild 
Tigers Corps created great resentment in the army, and led to the 1912 Revolt, on the 
one hand. On the other hand, the Royal Pages College was more institutionalised, more 
intense, and more profound, at least in a hegemonic sense.
However, the phrase “spending free time in a useful way” begs us to ask: useful 
to whom ? It has been shown in the discussion that the Siamese elite wanted the Siamese 
subjects to know how to use time because it was useful for the Nation, Religion and 
King. However, they found that this notion was increasingly challenged by the people 
outside of the small circle of the elite. Leisure time became an area where a contestation 
took place, and the Siamese elite did not act passively.
The contestation is clear in Jaophraya Thammasakmontri’s writings for the 
Wild Tigers, which he called “sportsman” (nakkila). They were trained in a similar way 
to monks, yet there was a difference. According to him, the difference was that,
a sportsman is not a saint [nakbun -  ilmjw]. A sportsman can kill a mosquito,
kill a venomous snake, and destroy a palm weevil. A sportsman must 
sacrifice, and lose compassion [karuna] in this part for the usefulness of the 
public. To compare, it is like law that prosecutes the guilty...{Jaophraya 
Thammasakmontri, 1982, p.97, emphases added).
“Monks without robes” who the Siamese elite in the 1910s-1920s tried to train were, in 
part, those who would function like the sportsman mentioned by Jaophraya 
Thammasakmontri above. For him, monks do not kill, but sportsmen could do the job. 
This would be an enduring conflict between the Siamese state and those whom it saw as 
not spending time “productively” for years to come.
Part IV
Clubs as Leisure Spaces
Leisure in Semicolonial Siam
C hapter 7
Clubs [samosorn) as Siam ese/T hai Urban Leisure Sites (1880s-1932)
Introduction
It should now have become clear from the previous chapters (chapters 2 to 6) 
that by the first quarter of the twentieth century, leisure (wela wang) had emerged as a 
new category of social life in Siam. The main argument of previous chapters is that 
three factors—the technologies of time measurement, the market economy, and late 
nineteenth century Buddhist moralistic discourses—were imbricated and together led to 
the emergence of modern leisure culture in Siam during latter decades of the nineteenth 
century.
Siamese leisure culture emerged under the logic of the division between work 
and non-work time that began to be more visible as, firstly, Siam became a part of the 
world economy dominated by the British empire, and secondly, the absolutist state 
created by King Chulalongkorn (r. 1868-1910) resulted in processes of spatial and 
temporal reconfiguration among the educated populace, and also among those who 
came to interact with the market economy. The calendrical and periodic rhythms of the 
notion of free time were re-patterned into more precisely demarcated instalments of 
non-work time: as in the end of the day, week, and year. Temporally, work time (wela 
ngan- nimm) and office hours (wela ratchakan- nsnmmi) became visibly separated
from leisure time (wela wang- ntmn) and holidays (wanyut ratchakan- fuwqpimfm; wan 
yut nakkhataroek- fuwqnunwitimO in a different domain. Likewise, work place (thi 
thamngan- Ymniu) or office (op-fit-  oorlvlff) were the spatial entities for work activities to 
be pursued, whereas the leisure spaces began to be separated into a different domain.
In this chapter, I argue that clubs (samosorn -  were among the sites within
which the notion of modern leisure culture presented itself most clearly. That is, 
members entered clubs to spend their non-work time pursuing leisure activities, in 
contrast to the activities that they did in their work time. Thus, clubs were “leisure
sites”. On the one hand, the emergence of clubs was not dissimilar to the forming of 
leisure plazas in urban areas at around the same time (see chapter 5). Both clubs and 
leisure plazas were the result of the geographical and temporal realignments in the 
urban areas around the period of analysis. But on the other hand, unlike leisure plazas, 
clubs were private spaces and, from the nature of this type of leisure, tended to exclude 
rather than include participants. This exclusion, as will be shown below, reveals the 
intersection of cultural and political domains in Siam in the first few decades of the 
twentieth century.
From the 1880s, clubs mushroomed across Siam’s urban areas, and the Siamese 
state looked at clubs with suspicious eyes. Activities in the clubs, according to the 
Siamese elite, had to be pursued “productively”, the moral discourse created by the elite 
during this time (see chapter 6). Thus, during this period, there began a separation 
between two types of socialising, namely, clubs (samosorn) and criminal associations 
(sorngjon -  «koVUij). The former kind of socialising was approvedof by the state as a
“good” leisure site, while the latter was to be suppressed as “bad” leisure, being full of 
non-desirable activities. By looking at the leisure activities pursued in clubs, and the 
ideas behind the establishment of clubs, I will show that cultural politics, among other 
things, between foreign clubs, the clubs of the Siamese elite, and provincial clubs 
played out in these private, members-only leisure sites.
This chapter will be organised along a number of lines. Firstly, I will look at the 
European clubs in Bangkok and take into account the semicolonial experience that Siam 
went through from the late nineteenth to the early twentieth centuries. Trying to 
understand the leisure scenes in Bangkok around this period, in my view, there is a need 
to put Siam in comparison with other Asian port cities, be they parts of colonies or not. 
In this respect, Bangkok was not dissimilar to cities in colonised states; hence the 
conservative notion of “never-colonised Siam” does not represent a nuanced 
explanation. In particular, I will show in the first part of this chapter how the 
extraterritorial rights rendered Siam’s sovereignty compromised through the example of 
the Royal Bangkok Sports Club (RBSC).
The second part of this chapter will turn to the situation among members of the 
Siamese aristocracy and discuss how they came to terms with their semicolonial 
experience. I will look at the Wachirayan Library as a leisure site where the members of
JThe word sorng as a noun means brothels, and as a verb means getting together.
the Siamese aristocratic elite gathered exclusively to establish an institution that had 
two intertwined tasks. Firstly, activities in the Wachirayan were a clever appropriation 
from the Western ways of socialising, thus were a more superior form of leisure culture 
for the elite. Secondly, the Wachirayan’s aristocratic members made sure that they 
gathered in a club (samosorn) and pursued “good” and “proper” activities, in contrast to 
the common people’s socialising, which was seen to involve “bad” forms of leisure like 
gambling, prostitution, opium smoking, and alcoholic drinking. This kind of socialising 
with “bad” forms of leisure came to be called “criminal associations” (sorngjon), 
according to the Royal Decree on Secret Societies enacted in 1897.
The revolution by the People’s Party in 1932 changed Siam’s political rule from 
the absolute monarchy regime to a democracy with a constitution. The context of this 
revolution is considered briefly in the last part of this chapter. Looking at club scenes in 
Siam/Thailand after the revolution, “the people” (ratsadorn -  nag?) became participants
in the leisure sites and their leisure activities became visible.21 will illustrate the 
preliminary findings on the post-1932 clubs in the last portion of this chapter by looking 
at the provincial clubs in the 1940s. The provincial clubs were set up in the provinces 
and were spaces where bureaucrats gathered and spent their leisure time. Typically, a 
provincial club was located either in a City Hall building, or annexed to it. These clubs 
were the sites where the Ministry of Interior’s administrative officers were sent to the 
provinces, and they, along with the locals, pursued leisure activities which did not have 
to correspond with the leisure of the Siamese elite in the Wachirayan.
Clubs (samosorn) as New Spaces for Siamese Leisure Culture: The Transition 
from Traditional to New Forms of Socialising
From the turn of the twentieth century, the Siamese aristocratic elite came to 
focus seriously on how leisure time should be spent purposefully. In particular, the
Tndeed, the people’s leisure was not less colourful than the Siamese elite’s. But the archival 
records at the National Archives of Thailand were only the view from the Siamese kings and princes, and 
from the administration of the absolute monarchy. For the sources of the post-1932 provincial clubs, I 
rely on the weekly magazine Ekkachon, which was published from 1941 until 1948. In the magazine, 
there is a column called “society” (sangkhom -  awu), that reported the leisure scenes in Bangkok and in 
the provincial clubs. This column is especially useful, since very few historical documents recorded the 
people’s leisure culture.
emergence of clubs in urban areas throughout the country made the state become 
concerned whether the activities these clubs were pursued were “productive”.
Central to the idea of joining a club was the idea of getting together, or 
socialising. Of course, the Siamese, and Southeast Asians, have always socialised, and 
historically their get-togethers varied, ranging from village ceremonies to religious 
celebrations (Reid, 2004 [1988], pp.42-43).
But the Siamese “society” and “socialising” in the early twentieth century had 
taken a new form. That is, the “social” was formed by the nexus of two powerful forces 
that informed a dialectical relationship to the society itself, namely, Western 
colonialism and the Siamese absolutist state. This intersection coupled with the 
urbanisation processes across Siam, resulted in new forms of socialising such as 
reflected in the establishment of clubs. The difference between Siamese and Western 
ways of socialising was noted the most clearly by Jaophraya Thammasakmontri (Sanan 
Thephatsadin na Ayutthaya, 1877-1943),3 the Minister of Education twice, 1915-1926 
and 1932-1933.4 5In his article titled “Socialising” (kansamakhom-  numnnu), he
discussed the topic in a particularly straightforward way. Jaophraya Thammasakmontri 
wrote an essay that illustrates a dramatic change in the ways that the Siamese came to 
socialise, which should be quoted at length:
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[Siamese socialising] includes various ceremonies: tonsure ceremony, wedding 
ceremony, funeral, and merit making ceremony....These types of socialising 
consist of both the ceremony and celebration part. The host invites guests to the 
house to join the ceremony and feast [rmlm*- somphot], and the guests, in
returning the favour, would lend their hands in organising the event. Also, 
dancing and entertainment [umrm- mahorasop] always accompany Siamese
sociability.
In [a Siamese] funeral, we always organise a feast and entertainment. 
This is different from the Western funeral, which is quiet and sad. No one 
smokes or drinks water.
3See the discussion of Jaophraya Thammasakmontri’s writings in the textbooks to show how to 
spend leisure time “productively” (hai pen prayot- iMtiluibsTtnm) in chapter 6 of this thesis.
4For Jaophraya Thammasakmontri’s life and works, see Sujittra, 1983.
5Somphot is a Pali-derived word based on the terms som (together, at the same level) and phot
(food).
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There are also indirect [thang orm- irueou] types of sociability, such as
The SongkranFestival, The King’s Birthday, The Swing Ceremony, Ploughing 
Ceremony, Worshipping the Buddha Image Ceremony...and etc. The 
participants in these ceremonies do not need an invitation. They are public 
ceremonies and often organised in public, such as in a temple or in an open 
area...
In the past, this kind of sociability [used to be organised all the time.] At 
a funeral in a temple, for example, there were masked dance-dramas (khon) or 
dance-dramas (lakhom) for the public to enjoy free of charge. Likewise, there
was a dance-drama performance and people were allowed to join and see where 
the tonsure ceremony took place....The same way that in front of a Thai house 
the owner would put a water container for passers-by to quench their thirst, or 
the owners would put a clock in front of their houses for the public to know the 
time. This entertainment-for-free is now disappearing, and people have to pay 
for entertainment instead, such as in the cases of the theatre boxes in Bangkok 
and in the provinces...
Siamese ceremonies used to be organised over many days and nights 
because we [the Siamese] were free [Smrcsurimj — itsara kae ton]. We owned the
time [mi wela pen khorng rao eng- Sncniilviuo^mio^] and could do whatever we 
wanted with it. Siamese socialising combined work -ngan\ and play [m -
len] into the same event.The feast part of the ceremony was work, and the 
celebration part of the ceremony was leisure...But now, we cannot celebrate 
for days and nights anymore. Why is it so? Because we Siamese have become 
the slaves of the god of money [phrajao ngoentra -vusmouem]. This god is
reincarnated as “time” and makes “time” equal to “money”. So now time is our 
master who controls us. It is not we who master the time as we did in the 
past...(Thai Kasern, 1932, pp. 1340-1348, emphases added).
Jaophraya Thammasakmontri wrote the word “leisure” above (underlined) in English. 
It is one among only a few English words in this essay of a thousand or more words. 
From the use of word “leisure”, this passage shows clearly that the idea of leisure—as
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non-work time, and as a sphere of life embedded with an inherent economic value—had 
already been known and felt in Siam by the 1930s.
Jaophraya Thammasakmontri continues to describe the characteristics of 
Western socialising as follows,
Apart from the ceremonies that make people get together, the Westerners also 
organise social events that are not ceremonies...They invite their neighbours to 
have tea and dinner. Moreover, they organise balls or garden parties. These are 
not ceremonies, and can take place at any time...
...We [Siamese] have increasingly begun to follow this new kind of 
civilised practice [arayatham phaen mai- oistimuuwnlmj’]. We have slowly
established more clubs.. .Nowadays, there is more and more socialising [of this 
new kind]. This trend is beginning among the people who live in big 
communities, but I am sure when the commoners [khon chan saman- mivutniTty]
are educated, they will follow suit [to establish their own clubs]... {Thai Käsern, 
1932, pp. 1340-1348, emphases added).
Apart from “leisure”, the words “ball” and “garden party” are other English 
words that Jaophraya Thammasakmontri also used in this essay. The “new kind of 
civilised practice”, according to Jaophraya Thammasakmontri, was socialising in a 
place dedicated to leisure, not work, namely, the clubs. His statement shows that the 
idea of leisure, or wela wang, had become a sphere of life with its spaces and that the 
Siamese elite saw this development as being important.
The historical transition from the traditional to the new kind of socialising 
became apparent from the 1890s among the Siamese aristocratic elite. There were 
instances that show the transition from the traditional ceremony into the Western style 
party. For example, the occasion of the Silver Jubilee celebration of King 
Chulalongkom’s reign in early December 1893 was particularly remarkable. After a 
traditional Buddhist ceremony in the morning, a ball party was organised for that 
evening. The Silver Jubilee Ball Party was among the first royal ceremonies in which 
the Western ways of socialising became parts of the traditional royal procedures. The 
details of the ball were eye-opening: King Chulalongkom entered the ball wearing the
royal costume of King Naresuan, the Ayutthayan King who was held as Siam’s liberator 
from its greatest rival, the Burmese. After the king offered a toast, quadrille and waltz 
dancing began (Bangkok Times, 9 December 1893, pp.2-3). A banquet followed and the 
menu included bread, ox soup, sardines, grilled beef with asparagus cherry liqueurs, and 
various alcoholic drinks. Desserts were plum puddings, and berry cakes, to be taken 
with coffee (Bangkok Times, 16 December, 1893).
Yet while the Siamese elite were aware of Western ways of socialising, they did 
not adopt all of them. Their reception, as I will show through the establishment of the 
Wachirayan Library, was rather selective. It is important to consider Siam at this time in 
the context of Western imperialism. Siam’s semicolonial experience has to be discussed 
in order to understand the emergence of Siamese leisure culture through the 
establishment of clubs.
Foreign Clubs in Siam as Leisure Sites of the “Colonial Public Sphere”
One cultural domain that challenges the conservative notion that Siam was never 
colonised was the foreign clubs frequented by expatriate residents in Bangkok. Central 
to the discussion about foreign clubs is the Siamese elite’s “problem” with 
extraterritoriality. From the treaties that Siam signed with Western powers, and also 
Japan, beginning with the Bowring Treaty with Britain in 1855, Siam’s sovereignty was 
compromised as the price for the country’s entry into the capitalist world market. This 
decision, in turn, benefitted the Siamese elite greatly. Major consequences of the 
treaties were that the state lost its authority to set import and export duties, and had to 
grant extraterritorial rights to the subjects of the treaty powers (Pasuk and Baker, 1995, 
p.98).6
Extraterritoriality operated principally in legal domains. Apart from the colonial 
officials, Asian subjects who worked for European Finns were also protected under the
6The situation which informally colonised Asian states granted the concession of extraterritorial 
rights to the colonial powers was not unique to Siam. The British and other colonial powers also signed 
treaties with countries in East Asia, including China and Japan. In China, Western colonial enclaves were 
located at the treaty ports, including in Tientsin. In Japan, foreigners were located in the settlements, the 
largest community being in Yokohama. The situation of Bangkok had some similarities with Japan, but 
the expatriate communities in Bangkok seem to have had more interactions with the local inhabitants than 
was the case in China and Japan (Hong, 2003, p. 127).
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provision of extraterritoriality (Hong, 2004). Furthermore, extraterritoriality made 
possible the operation of the “radical” newspapers that criticised the government and the 
monarchy, especially during the reign of King Vajiravudh (1910-1925) (Pomphirom, 
1977, p.22; Copeland, 1993, ch.4; Thanapol, 2008, pp.52-54).
For our discussion of foreign clubs in Siam, however, extraterritoriality should 
not be seen as only being confined within the legal domain, but as also extending into 
the cultural domain as well. Foreign clubs were leisure spaces where different legal and 
taxation regimes operated. In this respect, the extraterritorial concessions that operated 
in foreign clubs rendered the situation in semicolonial Siam similar to that in the other 
colonised Southeast Asian states. Foreign clubs, thus, were spaces where the cultural 
and social activities of the expatriate communities could imagine a sphere of social lives 
beyond the sovereignty of Siam to the larger community of European empires. Clubs 
provided physical sites where the Western members related the (semicolonised) Siam to 
other colonies in Asia. European clubs in Siam, like the European hotels in the colonies, 
were “microcosm[s] of the colonial society” (Peleggi, 2012, p. 125).
To break the conservative mantra of Siam-never-colonised, one has to juxtapose 
the European clubs in Bangkok with the ones in directly colonised societies. On the 
study of late nineteenth century colonial India, Mrinalini Sinha (2001) suggests that the 
European clubs in India are better understood not by trying to blur the line between the 
metropole (Britain) from the colony (India), as has been done in some other recent 
postcolonial scholarship (Stoler and Cooper, 1997). Rather, she calls for attention to the 
particularities of the colonies, in the context of the “colonial public sphere” which 
represents neither the metropole nor the colony, exclusively. This distinctive sphere is 
made possible by bringing the metropole and colony together in an “imperial social 
formation” (Sinha, 1995). For her analysis of European clubs in colonial India, Sinha 
extends understanding of the classical bourgeois public sphere presented by Jürgen 
Habermas (1991), which she sees as “a unique institution of colonial civil society that 
functioned in an intermediate zone between both the metropolitan and indigenous public 
spheres” (Sinha, 200l,pp.491-492). Here the situation in colonial India bears similarity 
with Siam, as semicolonial civil societies were present in the foreign clubs established 
across Bangkok. Looking at clubs in this cultural sense, the notion of a non-colonised 
Siam becomes unwarranted.
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European Clubs in Bangkok
During the period from around the 1880s to the 1920s, European clubs were 
major leisure sites7 8across various Asian colonies and semicolonies; from Bombay to 
Colombo, from Rangoon to Singapore, and from Batavia to Shanghai. The Penang Club 
and the Bombay Gymkhana Club were established as early as 1868s and 1875,9 
respectively. For British Burma, few have portrayed the atmosphere in the British clubs 
in Rangoon better than George Orwell’s Burmese Days (1934). The Dutch Soos (an 
acronym for societeit, meaning “society” or “club”) were established in many cities, 
small and big, throughout the Dutch East Indies. The oldest Soos in the Indies was 
established in Batavia as early as 1814, called Harmonie (Mräzek, 2002, pp.47-48). The 
Singapore Cricket Clubhouse was established in 1853,10 located across from the Hotel 
de L’Europe, the last building in Singapore that was designed by the colonial officers, 
and was demolished in 1934 (Peleggi, 2012, pp. 129-130). The Dalat Palace hotel in 
Vietnam, established in 1922, was a social club for French colonial officials for several 
decades before it was turned into a hotel (Jennings, 2003, p. 163).
The increased number of European clubs in the urban areas of colonial societies 
in Asia over the period 1880s-1940s was similar to the situation in Bangkok. The social 
and cultural landscape of European clubs, in this respect, made the settings of Bangkok 
similar to that in the colonised societies of Asia. By the turn of the twentieth century, 
foreign clubs were among the prominent features in Bangkok urban scenes. In 1891, 
there were only three main foreign clubs in the city, namely the Rowing Club, Bangkok 
Cricket Club, and The Krung Thep Rifle Association {Bangkok Times, 1891, p.2). But 
the number surged greatly within a decade, as in 1904 there were least seventeen clubs.
7 The European hotel in Asia is another topic that awaits further studies. For this colonial leisure 
institution of the British Empire, Maurizio Peleggi has discussed European hotels in Bombay and 
Singapore as one of the leisure sites during 1870-1930 (Peleggi, 2012). For a discussion of French 
colonial leisure through the study of hotels in Vietnam around the same time, see Jennings, 2003.
8http://penangclub.net/portall/penang-club-history.html, accessed 12 March 2014. Also see 
Morris, 1998 [1978], pp.369-373.
g
http://www.bombaygymkhana.com/Aboutus.aspx, accessed 12 March 2014.
10http://scc.org.sg/index.php/premier-sports-social-club/, accessed 12 March 2014.
Table 7
A list of major clubs in Bangkok by 1904
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Names Purposes
Bangkok United Club social
British Club social
Bangkok St. Andrew’s Society social
German Club social
The Royal Bangkok Sports Club racing, etc.
Bangkok Club social
The Royal Bangkok Golf Club golf
Krung Thep Rifle Association rifle shooting
Bangkok Gun Club clay pigeon shooting
Bangkok Gymnastic Club fencing, etc.
Bangkok Philharmonic Society orchestral music
Bangkok Amateur Dramatic Society theatrical
Bangkok Literary and Debating Society literary
Bangkok Dock Recreation Club social
Harmony Club social
Ladies’ Library Association literary
World Woman’s Temperance Union social
Source: Antonio, 1997, p.23 ; Bangkok Times, 1996,pp. 149-150.
For Westerners, Bangkok at the turn of the century was indeed not a boring place to be. 
The above list includes only the major clubs and leaves out medium and small clubs. 
Also, this is not to mention earlier clubs that had closed down by 1904. The Cricket 
Club, for example, had recently been closed down (Antonio, 1997, p.24).
In these major clubs listed above, various leisure activities were pursued. 
According to one guidebook that was published in 1904, the Bangkok United Club
n TheLadies’ Library Association has become Neilson Hays Library in Surawong District, 
Bangkok in the present day, see http://www.neilsonhayslibrary.eom/#lneilson-hays-history, accessed 29 
March 2014.
12By 1914, apart from the existing 1904 clubs listed above, there were more foreign clubs 
established, namely, the Deutscher Klub, the Alliance Francaise, and the Deutscher Flottenverein 
{Bangkok Times, 1914 pp.310-312).
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“may said to be the hub around which social foreign Bangkok gyrates. It owns fine 
premises and is second to few in the East so far as comfort is concerned”. The British 
Club, established in 1903,13 was “a favourite resort just before dinner”. The Royal 
Bangkok Sports Club (RBSC) was one among the most important clubs, as King 
Chulalongkom offered his patronage and usually participated in the club’s meetings 
himself (Antonio, 1997, p.24).
Fig.34
From left to right: The Bangkok United Club, the British Club, and the German Club 
(Wright and Breakspear, 1994 [1908], p.252).
Leisure Sites in the “Semicolonial Public Sphere” o f Bangkok
Drawing from Sinha’s (2001) “colonial public sphere”, I will call the European 
clubs in the semicolonial Siam a “semicolonial public sphere”. By the last decade of the
13The British Club was established “by a small group of British businessmen and diplomatic 
civil servants, in order to create a social club in the style enjoyed by their peers in the British Empire 
throughout Asia”, in http://www.britishclubbangkok.org/index.php/History/history-1903-1941 .html, 
accessed 13 March 2014.
nineteenth century, there were at least three English-language newspapers in Bangkok, 
the Bangkok Tunes, Siam Observer, and Siam Free Press (Antonio, 1904, p.27).14 I will 
discuss the Bangkok Times (est.1887) during the 1890s because it seems to have had the 
largest circulation among readers of English dailies (Hong, 2004, p.331), and more 
importantly, the Bangkok Times was the medium for the activities in the public sphere 
of expatriate communities. There were cases in the Bangkok Times that revealed how 
the “semicolonial public sphere” operated within the expatriate communities in Siam, 
and at the same time the cases will show how Siamese modem leisure culture had also 
been bolstered by the expatriate communities.
There are two dimensions that relate the discussion of the relationship between 
clubs as leisure sites and the semicolonial influence on Siamese leisure culture. On the 
one hand, European clubs were spaces where, in Sinha’s words, the “imperial social 
formation” had taken shape. The discussions and comments among the members of 
European clubs were not confined within Siam’s newly bounded political entity, the 
geo-body (Thongchai, 1994, ch.7). Instead, the expatriate community included Bangkok 
as one among various posts of Asian cities, without distinguishing Siam from direct 
colonies. On the other hand, the European clubs in Bangkok also contributed to the elite 
discourse of “good” and “bad” leisure in Siam, and, furthermore, they bolstered the 
concept of leisure as involving exclusively non-work activities. But this discourse of 
good/bad leisure resulted in conflict between the Siamese aristocratic elite and the 
Europeans when it came to gambling, as I will show in the case of the Royal Bangkok 
Sports Club (RBSC) below.
The first dimension of the function of European clubs was that the “imperial 
social formation” that went beyond the geo-body of Siam was evident if we look at 
European clubs in Bangkok as a semicolonial public sphere. Apart from Britain and 
France, other smaller imperial powers like Germany and Italy also had their own 
national clubs in Siam. In 1890, a reader of the Bangkok Times wrote to the newspaper 
from Germany, stating that in Germany there was now a perception that Siam was one
14The Bangkok Times and Siam Observer were targeted mainly at the English and the educated 
Siamese readers, while the Siam Free Press, on the other hand, was aimed at those looking after French 
interests in Siam (Antonio, 1904, p.27). These newspapers did not agree with one another. In 1895, the 
editor of the Bangkok Times lambasted the editor of the Siam Observer over the passing of the title of 
Crown Prince to Prince Vajiravudh due the sudden death of Crown Prince Vajirunahis. The Bangkok 
Times editor stated that the editor of Siam Observer accused King Chulalongkorn of making a wrong 
decision by choosing Prince Vajiravudh as the Crown Prince. The matter went public and the Siamese 
royal court had to write letters to both newspapers to have the issue dropped (Bangkok Times, 12 January 
1895, p.2; 19 January 1895, p.2). The Bangkok Times was also explicit about its opposition to Siam Free 
Press (Bangkok Times, 15 September 1894, p.2).
among the richest of nations, and was the best port in the Far East (.Bangkok Times, 21 
June 1890, p.4). We can see in the list of clubs above that the German Club was one of 
the major clubs in Bangkok by 1904. On 18 March 1891, the circolo italiano (Italian 
Club) was established, being the first Italian Club in Bangkok (.Bangkok Times, 18 
March 1891, p.3). If we look at world geopolitics in the 1890s, we see that at this time 
Germany and Italy already had imperial ambitions in Asia (Bayly, 2004, p.232).15 Their 
respective clubs in Bangkok, in this sense, formed part of the network of German and 
Italian clubs in other cities in Asia.
Expatriate communities of the imperial powers, therefore, connected European 
clubs in Bangkok to the clubs in other cities in the region and expected the situation in 
Bangkok to be in line with other Asian posts, in both colonised and semicolonised. In 
1891, in an editorial titled “A recreation club for Bangkok”, the editor of the Bangkok 
Times compared Bangkok to direct colonies, and called for the establishment of 
Bangkok Recreation Club, because even in colonies smaller than Bangkok, there were 
more leisure activities (.Bangkok Times, 18 Nov 1891, p.2). On 13 August 1892, there 
was a discussion that Bangkok, as a tropical city, should have a swimming and bathing 
club because there was already a Swimming Bath Club in Shanghai {Bangkok Times, 13 
August 1892, p.2). The members of Bangkok Rowing Club were also criticised for not 
joining in the international competition that Colombo Rowing Club and the Rangoon 
Boat Club had participated in {Bangkok Times, 25 November 1893, p.2). The Bangkok 
Gymnasium Club based its rules and regulations on the model of the Hong Kong Club 
{Bangkok Times, 27 June 1894, p.2). For expatriate residents, Bangkok in the 1890s was 
always thought of in relation to the Asian colonies.
A second dimension regarding the influence of European clubs in Bangkok was 
that they, too, contributed to the evolving notion of leisure culture in Siam.16 The notion 
of “good” and “bad” leisure (discussed in chapter 6) was also bolstered by the activities 
in these foreign clubs, and contributed to the Siamese leisure culture as a non-work 
activity (i.e. activities pursued after work and during holidays). From the outlook, 
leisure activities pursued in the European clubs in Bangkok were very exclusive in 
nature. The Siamese were not part of these activities. But with a closer look at their 
activities, this exclusivity had exceptions. In 1890, there began discussions among the
15Germany showed an interest in Siamese railway project in 1888, and Siam was strategic in 
playing the German card to counter-balance the British (Holm, 1977, pp.44-45).
16This might perhaps due to the fact that the expatriates in Bangkok had more daily interactions 
with the Siamese than, say, the European expatriates had with the locals in China and Japan, respectively 
(Hong, 2003, p. 127).
Western members of European clubs in Bangkok that there was a need for more 
recreational spaces. The benefit of sports clubs, the participants in the discussion 
argued, was for the members to be stronger to perform more work in the future 
{Bangkok Times, 9 April 1890, pp.3-4). It was claimed that Bangkok did not have 
enough non-work activities, and the members of European clubs saw that the local 
public should be able to participate in these limited activities {Bangkok Times, 23 July 
1890, p.2). A year later, in 1891, a view that Bangkok needed more recreational clubs 
was shared across European communities in Bangkok. The editor of the Bangkok Times 
called for “influential” Westerners to persuade the Siamese government to establish 
meeting rooms for the public so that “the young Siamese returning from their course of 
training in Europe or America will find an outlet for the tastes engendered by a 
residence in Western lands...” {Bangkok Times, 28 November 1891, p.2) and those who 
joined the club would be refreshed and ready to work in the next day. Also, on the 
editorial pages of the Bangkok Times, anonymous European business owners who were 
club members wanted their local employees, the Asian subjects covered by the 
extraterritorial rights, to be able to join and spend their leisure time {Bangkok Times, 25 
November 1891, p.2). According to this call by anonymous business owners, the 
Europeans began donating money to build recreation facilities {Bangkok Tunes, 5 
December 1891, p.2).17 In the pages of the Bangkok Times, the notion of “good” leisure 
was aided by Western members of the European clubs.
Not all activities were confined within the walls of clubs. When the European 
clubs interacted with Siamese society, the difference between their “time” and the 
Siamese “time” was revealed, and fine-tuning was needed. During the 1890s, the 
Bangkok Cricket Club often organised a cricket match at Sanam Luang. In June 1890, 
the club tried to arrange a game of cricket but faced some difficulties. The Bangkok 
Cricket Club could not find the right time for a cricket match, because Bangkok at the 
time did not have public holidays officially announced, and, unlike anywhere in the 
East, Bangkok did not have half-day holidays on Saturday {Bangkok Times, 25 June
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1890, p.4-5). During the opening months of 1892, as a result, the European clubs
1?After about two weeks, the plan was not successfully carried out because the lack of funding 
{Bangkok Times, 16 December 1891, p.2). A year later, in 1892, the initiative to establish the Recreation 
Club came onto the pages of the Bangkok Times again (Bangkok Times, 29 October, 1892).
18This does not mean that Siam did not have public holidays at all, but instead Siamese public 
holidays were announced in Thai, to the Siamese audiences, andannounced according to Buddhist 
calendrical calculation (see chapter 3).This resulted in some Europeans complaining that the English 
language newspapers should announce official public holidays, so that they could plan their business 
{Bangkok Times, 1 April 1891, p.3). Futhermore, an unknown Siamese firm suggested that the
called for the Siamese government to implement half-day holidays on Saturdays, so 
their employees could spend their leisure time engaged in non-work activities (Bangkok 
Times, 13 January 1892, p.2). In the end, the Bangkok Cricket Club successfully found 
a possible time slot. On 24 December 1892, a cricket match between team “Railway 
Department” and team “The World” at Sanam Luang was arranged. The Railway 
Department team consisted of the employees of the department, Europeans and 
Siamese. The World team were the European expatriates who enjoyed this British sport 
(.Bangkok Times, 24 December 1892, p.2). In the following year, December 1893, the 
British community in Bangkok gathered to play cricket at Sanam Luang, with a lot of 
Siamese in the audience (Bangkok Times, 2 December 1893, p.2). On Saturday, 24 
November 1894, another cricket match was played at Sanam Luang between the teams 
“Newcomers” and “Oldsters”, the former being those who had just arrived in Siam, and 
the latter being the Europeans who had resided in Bangkok for many years {Bangkok 
Times, 21 November, 1894, p.2). Another cricket match between the Bangkok Cricket 
Club and Bangkok Sailing Club was arranged in the next month (.Bangkok Times, 11 
December 1894, p.3). There were also other sports, such as football and rugby, played 
at Sanam Luang by both expatriates and Siamese, each time with a large crowd of 
Siamese in the audience {Bangkok Tunes, 23 December 1893, p.2; 13 October 1894, 
p.3; 25 December 1894, p.2).
As I have shown so far through the reports from the Bangkok Times, the 
European clubs in Bangkok formed what can be considered to be the equivalent of 
Sinha’s conception of the “colonial public sphere”, especially, but not exclusively, 
among the British clubs, which connected Bangkok to the other Asian ports, in both 
colonised and semicolonised cities. The members of the European clubs also 
contributed to the formation of the evolving leisure culture in Siam as well, and I call 
these leisure spaces of European clubs in Bangkok the “semicolonial public sphere” to 
put Bangkok in line with other Asian cities in order to avoid the conservative 
interpretation of the never-colonised Siam.
newspapers should publish a comparative timetable of the Siamese and Western time (Bangkok Times, 6 
June 1891, p.3).
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Between Clubs {Samosorn) and Criminal Associations (Sorng Jon)
The semicolonial power of Siam was not only showed in the semicolony 
character of the Siamese state in the discussion of Europeans clubs above, but 
significantly it included the semi-imperial character of the Siamese elite. Let us turn to 
the perception from the Siamese state to focus on its semi-imperial aspect. The Siamese 
aristocratic elitewere very cautious with the proposals by the Asian subjects of the 
European powers to establish clubs. For the elite, the socialising space established in 
Siam had to be a space where leisure time was spent “productively” {hai pen prayot), 
otherwise the socialising would be called criminal associations {sorng jon) instead of 
clubs {samosorn).
The awareness on the part of the Siamese state of the socialising issue stemmed 
largely from the spread of the overseas Chinese secret societies {angyi -  dhu), which
constantly challenged state authority during the second half of the nineteenth century. 
For the Siamese state, these secret societies—which the state feared that they were 
involved in illegal activities such as goods smuggling, illegal gambling and opium 
smuggling—had to be suppressed (Skinner, 1986 [1957], pp.140-143; Waeovichian, 
2007, p.88).19 In fact, these secret societies were also similar to self-help and welfare 
societies found among many migrant communities around the world. In October 1897, 
the government issued a Royal Decree on Secret Societies, which required any 
socialising institutions in Siam to be registered directly with the authorities. The 
applicants to establishof clubs had to make a proposal to the designated offices, stating 
the name of the institution, its objectives, the names of original members, and the 
location of the proposed clubs (Waeovichian, 2007, pp.283-286). Only after being 
successfully registered could the institution for socialising then turn ultimately to 
becoming a club. Therefore, in the eyes of the Siamese state, clubs were the sites for the 
pursuit of “good” leisure activities.
Chinese communities in Bangkok were under the government’s close 
monitoring, so they had to show that they were establishing clubs, not criminal 
associations. These clubs followed the logic of modern leisure culture in Siam. In 1903, 
a Chinese community proposed to establish The Comprador & Stevedore’s Club. The
19 By 1889, there were at least six influential secret societies in Bangkok, and other secret 
societies scattered throughout the kingdom (Skinner, 1986 [1957], pp.140-143).
club was planned to be located on Yaowarat Road, in the heart of Bangkok’s 
Chinatown, beginning with eight leaders and thirty-nine members. The objectives of the 
club were for the members to “meet and dine at the club on Saturday and Sunday, so 
that the members can discuss various commercial issues such as construction contracts 
and machines sale” (NA, R5 Nakhonban, N/317, emphasis added). Rules and 
regulations of the club were attached in both Thai and English languages. A year later, 
in 1904, Nai Hong and Nai Sui proposed to establish the Thong-onthong Club in 
Bangkok’s Sampheng district, with about forty members to, “help each other to 
organise important events such as the tonsure ceremonies, wedding ceremonies, and 
performances. [The club will be] a place where members meet and discuss these 
matters” (NA, R5 Nakhonban, N/317). Nai Hun Kim Huat included in a proposal to 
establish the Nammeng Company Club in Bangkok’s Bangrak district that it would be 
for the merchants to gather for discussion about trade (NA, R5 Nakhonban, N/317).
Some of the Chinese clubs were in fact former secret societies, such as the 
Bangkok Hakka Association (NA, R5 Nakhonban, N/317), where a library, lecture 
room, gymnasium, and meeting room were provided for the members. For the Siamese 
state, without these facilities and the rules and regulations declared, the Bangkok Hakka 
Association would be seen as a criminal association (sorngjon), and members were 
suspected of pursuing “bad” leisure activities. But with the Siamese government’s 
permission, it turned into a club (samosorn) where members gathered and pursue 
“good” activities, such as reading, exercising, and studying. Of course, it is hard to 
know what exactly happened inside the walls of these clubs, and the Siamese 
authorities, Prince Damrong Rajanubhab among them, were still suspicious about the 
establishment of the Bangkok Hakka Association, and kept monitoring the organisation 
(NA, R5 Nakhonban, N/317).
The Siamese established clubs, too. In the late 1890s, Krommuen 
Jorasapharapatiyan applied to establish Visual Pleasure C\ub{SamosornBanthoeng 
Thatsana- ahjfliimm<mmn) to “exhibit ancient objects such as the Buddha images,
graven images” and outlined the purposes of the club as being “goodness and usefulness 
[.khwamdi lae prayot -  fmiifluasdjslemi]” for Bangkok (NA, R5 Nakhonban, N/317).
Krommuen's proposal, indeed, was definitely a desirable type of socialising institution, 
as the words “good” {khwamdi) and “useful” {prayot) were central objectives of the 
Visual Pleasure Club. In 1898, Nai ja  Ret, a bureaucrat in the Royal Page Department, 
proposed to establish a club (its name not specified in the record) to the authority. He
238
explained that more and more officials had studied law from the Ministry of Justice, and 
the proposed club was intended to be a space for these graduated officials to converse 
about legal issues. The club, eventually, opened on 1 August that year (NA, R5 
Nakhonban, N/317).
We can see from the above that the educated Siamese bureaucrats were the 
group of people whose leisure was indeed being spent “productively” in terms of the 
then dominant elite discourses. In 1907, Khun Phumphitthayapom, Nai Thanom, Nai 
Plueang, and Nai Suk proposed to establish the Sathan Samranpanya Club. The purpose 
of this club was to “meet and discuss legal issues, finding ways to trade, and watching 
entertainment” and for the club being,
a. A place to rest and convene a meeting
b. A place to read books, including books about law as well as daily and 
monthly periodicals
c. A place to write
d. A place for entertainment [kan len ruenroeng -  mndvilvim] such as Thai and
Western chess, ping pong, Japanese billiards, air gun shooting, and other 
games that are not gambling, which is illegal
e. A place to take a shower and get dressed
f. A place to provide a room for a nap, or to stay overnight
g. A place that will provide help to the people in a legal way such as giving 
consultancy on legal issues
(NA, R5 Nakhonban, N/317, emphasis added).
The above objectives of the Samranpanya Club were typical of drafts for establishing 
clubs that were sent to the government’s offices for registration in the period from 
October 1897, when Royal Decree on Secret Societies was issued. These objectives 
were the ultimate example of “good” leisure, and, of course, gambling, as “bad” 
leisure”, would never be put in these proposals to establish clubs, regardless of what 
happened in reality.
Due to the scarcity of the historical sources, clubs established in the provinces 
were not as frequently documented as the ones in Bangkok. But there are some cases
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that worth mentioning to show that the evolvement of the modem leisure culture was 
not confined within Bangkok only. In 1901, the Phuket Samosom Sathanwas 
established, for “[members] to gather and read books...in [the members’] leisure time”. 
Furthermore, the bureaucrats in Trang proposed to establish Banthoeng Sathan Club in 
the same year (NA, R5 Nakhonban, N/317).
Extraterritoriality in the Case of Establishing the Royal Bangkok Sports Club 
(RBSC)
At the turn of the twentieth century, subjects of the European powers diligently 
established their own clubs. In 1898, Ibrahim Abdulkane Kazim, a Muslim who was 
also a British subject in Bangkok, sent a proposal to the government to establish the 
“Akwanal Momenen Club” for the Muslims in Bangkok to socialise. The original 
number of members was as high as 113 (NA, R5 Nakhonban, N/317). In 1900, a group 
of Malay Indians, who were British subjects, proposed to establish Darul Mowhaybah 
Club for the members to play cricket, football, and have meetings (NA, R5 Nakhonban, 
N/317).
From these proposals, the Siamese authority, as a result, became concerned that 
permitting the establishment of a club such as Darul Mowhaybah Club risked political 
disadvantage on Siam’s side. This was because the legal questions that came after the 
permission of these clubs was granted were, firstly, would the children of the members 
of the club also gain extraterritorial rights, and, secondly, if a Siamese became member 
of a club registered by the British subjects, would he then gain the extraterritorial right 
as well?(NA, R5 Nakhonban, N/317) This questions, however, should not be taken too 
literally as they reflected more the anxiety on the Siamese side that had been bandied 
around during the discussion than the actual legal negotiation. It was the cultural issue 
as much as the legal case.
These two questions relating to the problem of extraterritorial rights occupied 
the minds of the Siamese elite, and put them in an uneasy position. This “problem” of 
extraterritoriality, as I will show, came to a head with the establishment of The Royal 
Bangkok Sports Club (RBSC).
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The RBSC is an examplenot only of how the extraterritorial rights extended 
from the legal into the cultural domain, but also shows the semicolonial status of Siam. 
RBSC was a leisure site where a different legal and taxation regime operated. 
Established in 1901, the origin of the RBSC can in fact be traced from a decade 
previously. In 1890, an Englishman, Franklin Hurst, (who later on became the manager 
of Oriental Hotel) wrote a letter to Prince Devawongse Varopakam, Minister of Foreign 
Affairs, asking permission to set up a racetrack and sports field in Bangkok. He wanted 
to rent a piece of land for activities like horse racing, gymkhanas, bicycle racing, tennis, 
polo matches, and other sports, at a site in Sra Pathum area. Not long after the 
proposal to rent the land from the Siamese government, the role of the Englishman 
Hurst in establishing the RBSC faded. One historian has suggested that shortly after 
taking up the position at the Oriental Hotel, he did a poor job and was fired. 
Accordingly, he discontinued the RBSC project (Warren, 2001, pp.28-30).
But in 1901, A.E. Oroloffsky (or in the Thai source spelled “Orolovski”), a 
Russian Minister, took up and continued the plan for the RBSC. Orolovski was an 
experienced horseracing trainer and was involved in horseracing in Bangkok at the time, 
and had good relationships with the Siamese princes and King Chulalongkorn (Warren, 
2001, p.31).21 During the course of 1901, King Chulalongkorn agreed with the proposal 
by Orolovski that there was a need to have a place to improve horse breeding in 
Bangkok, but he contended that rights over the site of the club would remain under the 
control of the Siamese government. The agreement concluded that the government 
would lease the site near the Sra Prathum Palace for fifty years and, after the contract 
expired, all the buildings and facilities had to be transferred to the Royal Siamese 
government. The site would, furthermore, serve for horse breeding and horse exhibition 
purposes only (NA, R5 Nakhonban, N/317).
Orolovski disagreed. Fie saw that, like sport clubs in Shanghai, the RBSC must 
include horseracing too, so that it would meet the intended overall objectives among the 
Europeans (NA, R5 Nakhonban, N/317). The disagreement led to long discussions 
within the Siamese side, particularly on whether to grant permission to run a totalizator,
20Sra Prathum Palace islocated in Pathum Wan District, Bangkok.
2 i
TheSiamese royal court’s favour of Orolovski’s request might stem from the Franco-Siamese 
conflict in 1893. After the humiliating defeat under the French that year, and the disappointment with 
Britain, King Chulalongkorn turned to ally with Russia in the hope to use the latter as leverage vis-ä-vis 
France. The king decided to play the Russian card as the Siamese government did not get British support 
from its conflict with France. Playing the British card was too dangerous—it risked full French 
colonisation. Therefore, after the conflict, the Russians, not the British, were more favourable to the 
Siamese court (Warren, 2001, pp.28-31).
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sell lotteries, and sell alcoholic beverages. The totalizator is a horse betting system 
which was adopted in the race courses in the colonies and Western countries. 
Totalizator is “a machine or apparatus for registering and showing the total of 
operations, measurements, etc...an apparatus for registering and indicating the number 
of tickets sold to betters on each horse in a race; also, on each greyhound, etc., in a 
race...”. Orolovski’s request, thus, was permission to gamble, which the 1897 Royal 
Decree on Secret Societies did not permit to take place in a club.
This matter went to Prince Ratburi,23 the Minister of Justice between 1897 and 
1910, who “received a thoroughly British education at the heart of empire -  a law 
degree from Oxford” (Loos, 2006, p.22). He replied in English that Siam had to be 
aware that,
[W]e do not see any objection to the grant for the license to run a [tjotalizator 
and to sell lotteries as asked for by Mr.Olarovski in his petition to His Majesty 
[King Chulalongkorn]; but attention must be paid to the word-ing [sic] of the 
Charter on that question so that what may be granted about these two objects 
may not be construed as extending beyond what was understood by the terms 
Totalizator and Lotteries in the old Gymkhana Club,24 as it then was it could not 
be considered from the point of view of European legislation as falling under the 
Gambling Laws...(NA, R5 Nakhonban, N/317, emphasis added).
Prince Ratburi’s view was how to make an exception of gambling, a “bad” 
leisure activity, in a club, which was expected to be a place of “good” leisure. At the 
same time as the negotiation between Orolovski and the Siamese government was 
happening, the latter was undergoing a nationwide policy on abolishing gambling 
houses during the period 1887-1917 (Warren, 2007, ch.2 and 3). Here we can see an 
instance of the semicolonial status of the Siamese state: while it was prohibiting
22Oxford English Dictionary Online,
[http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/203799?redirectedFrom=totalizator#eid], accessed 10 March 2014.
23Prince Ratburi (1874-1920) was a son of King Chulalongkorn. He laid the foundations of 
modern Thai law, and is known today in Thai national historiography as the father of the Thai legal 
system.
24The date for the establishment of Bangkok Gymkhana Club is unknown, but possibly the club 
existed in Bangkok around the 1880s. By 1891, it had been closed down (Bangkok Times, 18 November 
1891, p.2).
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gambling among the Siamese throughout the kingdom (semi-imperial), it was granting 
an exception of gambling to the Western powers in the RBSC (semicolony).
The Siamese elite took a long time to make a decision, showing how difficult the 
situation was for them. Orolovski, as a result, grew impatient. He wrote to the 
government complaining that it seemed strange that the process was very slow in Siam, 
whereas in other colonies, their government would give full support. The situation 
became tense. In the final letter from Prince Ratburi to the Siamese representatives, he 
stated that Siam should grant a concession (phornphan- woumi) for the RBSC to have
gambling, and that “the old man 0[rolovski] should not be so refractory” (ta o mai 
khuan alawat- enlaliifnioiasmei). The Prince continued by reminding those who were
concerned with this matter to “negotiate with the [domestic] gambling tax farmers. Do 
not let them feel that we are allowing gambling in horse racing [in the RBSC], but at the 
same time prohibiting them [to run gambling houses]...So that no one will take this 
matter to the court, as there has been no case like this before” (NA, R5 Nakhonban, 
N/317). Finally, an agreement was concluded, King Chulalongkorn granted the Royal 
Charter on 6 September 1901 to establish the RBSC, together with permission for 
gambling.
Fig.35
The Royal Bangkok Sports Club (Writght and Breakspear, 1994 [1908], p.235).
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Fig.36
The Royal Bangkok Sports Club (Van Beek, 1999, p.101).
The story about the establishment of the RBSC is a case study example of 
Siam’s semicolonial experience, in which Siam had to grant a concession (phornphan) 
to the imperial powers. While the Siamese government was implementing a policy to 
abolish gambling, the “bad” leisure” throughout the country, it was granting permission 
to gamble to the Western club. Here the RBSC was not only just a space for leisure, but 
it was also a space where power negotiation and contestation was played out through 
the different perception of the “useful” types of leisure activity between the Siamese 
elite and the Western powers.
Wachirayan as the First Club of the Siamese elite
As we can see from the case of RBSC, Siam’s sovereignty was compromised, as 
Siam had to grant gambling permission to a Western club, which, strictly speaking, was 
an illegal action according to the 1897 Royal Decree on Secret Societies. The RBSC 
case has shown the semicolonial status of Siam, but there is a need to reemphasise here 
that while RBSC was the semicolonial aspect, there was also another aspect of semi­
imperial Siam. To tease out the semi-imperial side of Siamese semicolonialism, I will
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focus on a particular institution of the Siamese aristocratic elite, the Wachirayan. The 
Siamese elite, while affected by the extraterritorial rights attached to the European 
clubs, also employed a strategy to distinguish themselves from the Siamese commoners.
If we look into the socialising of the Siamese elite, we will see that they did not 
only “lose” by having to grant extraterritorial rights to the treaty powers and their 
subjects from the mid-1850s onwards, but they also “adopted the colonial rationale and 
rhetoric, turning it inwards to revalidate the city [Bangkok], the space of greatest 
interaction with the west, as most civilized” (Hong, 2004, p.330). Thanapol 
Limaphichart, in the same vein, argues that the interactions within the Siamese public 
sphere was “not only between the colonial agents and the Siamese ruling class, but also 
between the Siamese ruling class and its subjects” (Thanapol, 2009, p.366).
The Siamese elite capitalised from the semicolonial public sphere, adopting 
some of the features of the Western clubs and made them their own. Yet they did not do 
it for the purpose of “resisting” as much as “surviving” Western imperialism. I follow 
Peter Jackson’s (2004) and Thak Chaloemtiarana’s (2009) arguments that the strategies 
of the Siamese elite to come to terms with the West cannot fit perfectly in the model of 
postcolonial studies, which interpreted the ways the local, colonised elite turned to the 
indigenous forms of culture in order to “resist” the coloniser’s forms of culture. On this 
point, Jackson has aptly put the perception of the Siamese elite into a quote that, “You 
Westerners do not need to colonise Siam in order to make us civilised. We Thais are 
disciplined enough to subject ourselves to your standard of civilization” (Jackson, 2004, 
p.237). Thak has given us the empirical evidence that confirms Jackson’s view. He 
gives an example of the forms of the novel that the Siamese elite “stole”, by the 
establishment of the periodical titled lak witthaya (“stealing knowledge”), and argues 
that this form of appropriation was not an expression of subordination, but rather of 
“mastering” the West, an act that was seen by the elite as a “clever” strategy and as 
“authentically” Thai (Thak, 2009, pp.457, 461-463; Thosaeng, 2009). Thak, however, 
did not go further to discuss the relationship between this strategy of “mastering” the 
West of the Siamese elite and their policy of domination over domestic subjects.
The Wachirayan was the first club in Siam established by the Siamese, set up in 
Bangkok in 1881.25 In previous studies, the Wachirayan has been seen as a library
25This was before King Chulalongkom’s first trip to Europe in 1897. The idea of socialising in 
clubs had an impact on him after his tours of colonial cities in Asia during 1870-1872. On his trip to 
Singapore in 1870, King Chulalongkom was received there by the Merchant Club. He continued to Dutch
which later on in 1932 became the National Library of Thailand (Maenmas, 1966; 
Kullasap et ah, 1985; Fine Arts Department, 2000; National Library of Thailand 2005; 
Worapoj, 1982. See Thanapong, 2009, pp.4-6, 18). It is true that the Wachirayan was 
seen as a library (hor phra samut -  nomsmia), but this view is one-sided. During the
period 1881-1905, the Wachirayan has to be seen both as a library and as a club, in 
order to appreciate how the notion of “good” leisure was demonstrated among the 
Siamese elite, and how these elite distinguished themselves from those who were seen 
as pursuing “bad” leisure. The place that the Siamese elite gathered had to be a club 
(.samosorn), not a criminal association (sorngjon).
The Wachirayan was established in honour of King Mongkut, who left an 
incomplete will for the use of the building that would later become the Wachirayan 
Library (Damrong Rajanuphab, 1928). At the same time, the Wachirayan was a space 
where the Siamese elite gathered, being a club exclusively for the aristocratic elite 
themselves, or called “half club and half library” (khrueng samosorn lae khrueng 
horngsamut- (Thanapong, 2009, ch.2; henceforward “Wachirayan
Library/Club”). The Wachirayan Library/Club was not only used as a space for reading 
and studying, but it was also a book club of the Siamese elite of the late absolute 
monarchy period. The Wachirayan, thus, was an epitome of the civilised tastes and 
culture espoused by the elite, and ultimately, it was a leisure site where elite non-work 
activities were pursued “productively”. From its establishment in 1881 until 1905, the 
Wachirayan Library/Club did not open to the public. Rather, it was modelled after the 
Military Club of the Dutch in Jakarta (Thanapong, 2009, p.21), maintaining its absolute 
exclusivity. In 1889, members of the Wachirayan Library/Club consisted of high- 
ranking monks, members of the royal family, members of the nobility, and six 
Westerners. The total number of members was 450. The members, moreover, were by 
invitation only (Thanapong, 2009, p.39).
The creation of the Wachirayan Library/Club reflected its characteristics. Three 
men were important for the founding of the Library/Club, and they were all King
Batavia, where he went to the Dutch Military Club to observe the dancing night and fireworks 
(Chulalongkom, 1920, pp.10, 29, 31).
26King Mongkut’s clerical name before he became king was Wachirayan Bhikkhu. It is worth 
mentioning that in King Mongkuf s writing, he outlined how the piece of land in front of the 
Prayurawongsawat Temple used to be a place called “British Factory” for the foreigners to rent. It 
belonged to Somdet Jaophraya Sri Suriyawong, before it was given to King Mongkut “for the benefit of 
[the latter’s] children”. King Mongkut then spent his own money for the construction of buildings on the 
property. He outlined a monthly rental rate, which he called this way of calculation as the “Western 
method”. The buildings were also intended to be let to Westerners (Damrong Rajanubhab 1928, pp.3-15).
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Chulalongkom’s brothers: Prince Bhanurangsi Savangwongse,27 Prince Phichit 
Prichakom,28 and Prince Devavongse Varoprakam.29 They sent letters to other princes, 
all children of King Mongkut, inviting them to become members and to contribute a 
membership fee. The first committee was chosen in 1881, with the three princes and 
another four members of the royal family, and from then until 1905 the presidency of 
the Wachirayan was exclusively held by members of the royal family. (Thanapong, 
2009, pp. 18-20; see p.234 for the list of the presidential council members). 
Wachirayanwas the club where, almost literally, the many members of the Chakri 
family gathered and pursued activities that they saw as “useful” in their leisure time.
It is important to note here that women were on the sidelines in Wachirayan 
Library/Club. They appeared in the historical records from time to time, but only to 
decorate the male-dominated leisure space. The gender aspect of the Wachirayan will be 
treated as a starting point for further research here, and in the section on the provincial 
clubs below I will show the remarkably different picture of the role of women in the 
non-elite clubs. The WachirayanLibrary/Club, in this respect, was a quinessentially 
gendered, classed, and racialised form of Siamese leisure culture.
The establishment of the Wachirayan Library/Club corresponded with the era of 
Western imperialism in Siam, and the purpose of this association was one among the 
strategies of the Siamese elite to institutionalise the modern, appropriate ways of life, 
including spending their free time purposefully. On the relationship between the 
Wachirayan and Siam’s semicolonial experience, Patrick Jory points out that the 
Siamese royal court followed the colonial model by establishing a scholarly society as 
found in the colonies such as the French Ecole Frangaise d’Extreme-Orient (1898) and 
the British Burma Research Society (19 09).30 Jory points out that the Wachirayan 
Library functioned in the same way as the scholarly society in the colonies (Jory, 2000, 
p.353).
27Prince Bhanurangsi Savangwongse (1859-1928) was King Chulalongkorn’s full brother. He 
held many posts including the Commander-in-Chief of the Royal Siamese Army, and founded the 
Siamese Postal Department. He is also remembered in official historiography as the Father of Thai postal 
service.
28Prince Pichit Prichakom (1855-1910), King Chulalongkom’s younger brother, was the first 
Chief Justice of the Supreme Court. In 1894, he went on to become the Minister of Justice, succeeded in 
1897 by Prince Ratburi (see above on RBSC).
29
PrinceDevavongse Varoprakam (1858-1923) was the second Minister of Foreign Affairs 
during the period 1881-1923, and is remembered in official historiography as the Father of Thai Foreign 
Affairs.
30Around the same time, the Siam Society was established in 1904. It is another association for 
possible detailed study. There is also the delicate issue of the interplay between the Wachirayan and the 
Siam Society. See a history of the society’s Journal of Siam Society in Chirabodee, 2012.
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I would argue further from Jory, however, that the Siamese elite did not only see 
the Wachirayan Library/Clubin relation to the scholarly societies in the colonies in 
particular, but they also compared it with what they saw as Western forms of socialising 
in general. The members of the Wachirayan Library/Club did not see the Wachirayan as 
being the same as Western institutions for socialising, but rather a superior institution to 
those that existed in the colonies, and at the same time finer than the European clubs in 
Bangkok of the time. Thus, once again the strategy of Siamese view of their own 
“cleverness” of adopting from the West was shown in the establishment of the 
Wachirayan Library/Club.
The Siamese Elite’s Versus Western Ways of Socialising
We can be sure that, during the last two decades of the nineteenth century, 
members of the Siamese aristocracy knew Western forms of socialising well, being 
guests of European clubs and/or being the organisers of celebrations themselves. For 
example, in 1891, Prince Bhanurangsi, one of the founders of the Wachirayan 
Library/Club, organised a Royal Ball31 at his house and invited over a thousand guests, 
Siamese and foreign, and around eight to nine hundred of them turned up (.Bangkok 
Times, 31 Jan 1891, p.3). On the night of 1 November 1893,32 the Danish community in 
Bangkok organised a ball party and invited many Siamese guests. There were music 
performances, a Western drama performance, and firework demonstrations at the ball 
party. Prince Bhanurangsi, Prince Narathip Praphanphong,33 and Prince Narisara 
Nuvadtivongs,34 among other Siamese guests, participated in the event. The ball went 
on until 4am in the next day, when the sun had already risen (Bangkok Times, 4 
November 1893, p.2). The Siamese Princes indeed knew how to party in Western style. 
In December 1893, Prince Bidayalabh also organised “a party” at his residence, inviting
31This Royal Ball was organised on the occasion of the Tonsure Ceremony of Crown Prince 
Vajirunahis.
32Note that this is only a few months after the devastating Franco-Siamese conflict in July of
1893.
33Prince Narathip Praphanphong (1861-1931) was King Chulalongkorn’s brother. He was a 
prominent writer, playwright, and a translator. Among his notable works were a translation of Simon de 
Loubere’s A new historical relation of the kingdom of Siam (1693) and Omar Khayyam’s Rubaiyat. He 
also wrote some short stories.
34Prince Narisara Nuvadtivongs (1863-1947), was another of King Chulalongkorn’s brothers. He 
took various administrative positions including in Ministry of Interior, Ministry of Finance, Ministry of 
Defense, and Ministry of Bureau of the Royal Household. He was recognised for his artistic skills, 
including in architecture, painting and music.
248
European and Siamese guests (Bangkok Times, 13 December 1893, p.2). Furthermore, 
the Siamese princes enjoyed a Western-style picnic at the Sra Pathum Palace. They 
went there from their palaces by riding ponies, and watched the sunset. They were 
Crown Prince Vajirunahis, Prince Bhanurangsi Savangwongse, and Prince Narisara 
Nuvadtivongs, among others {Bangkok Times, 21 November 1894, p.2).
While the Siamese aristocratic elite knew the Western ways of socialising well, 
they were, however, selective in adopting activities from the West. Around the 1880s, 
Phraya Phatsakorawong (1849-1920), the first Minister of Education during the period 
1892-1902, organised a party for his son’s Tonsure Ceremony at his residence. He sent 
out invitation cards to the Siamese nobles and also Western guests. At the party, a 
Western orchestra performed and the Western guests, young men and women, enjoyed 
dancing in pairs. As a result of this mixing between the two sexes, the Siamese nobles 
saw it as inappropriate and disgraceful (phit thamniam mai ngam loey- wfisisjjmoij'kmij
iao). “If any respectable Siamese parents”, they continued, “allowed their daughters and
wives to dance with men [like the Westerners do], they would be heavily censured [pen 
thi ti-tian dai- iilufiSwawlf]” {Jotmaihet Sayam Samai, 1882, p.4). In the same vein, in
Jaophraya Thammasakmontri’s 1932 article “Socialising” detailed above, he also wrote 
that, unlike in the West, Siamese ways of socialising did not encourage young men and 
women to meet {Thai Kasem, 1932, p. 1347). This sentiment was widely held among the 
Siamese elite, and, as 1 will show, no such “disgraceful” activities would be held in the 
Wachirayan.
At the same time as “negotiating” with the Western forms of socialising, the 
Wachirayan Library/Club provided activities that were important in the construction of 
the Thai nation. Jory argues that these activities were based on a foundational change in 
the nature of knowledge in Siam. This was the “study of books” {wicha nangsue -  Tm
Tttfjffo), which departed from the former dominant ways of learning that relied on the
understanding of the dhamma by the Buddha’s teachings. The Wachirayan Library/Club 
was a symbolic space where the Siamese elite could demonstrate that Siam was a 
civilised nation. For the Siamese royal court, a civilised nation has a long history of its 
own (Jory, 2000, pp.353-359). Before 1905, the Wachirayan was the sitefor the Siamese 
elite to come together pursue activities they saw as “useful” spending of leisure time. 
The activities were reading books—in Thai and foreign languages—organising 
celebrations, organising exhibitions, and playing billiards. Billiards was so popular
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among members that a fixed time had to be announced, 4pm to 12am, for the members 
who were billiards enthusiasts not to spend the time too long on any one game. On an 
occasion of the celebration of the Wachirayan, on 14-15 May 1889, there was a 
Buddhist ceremony in the morning, followed by theatre and supper thereafter for the 
members in the evening. There were also pottery, wickerwork, and garland weaving 
demonstrations conducted by the female members of the court, who were also formal 
members of the Library/Club (Thanapong, 2009, pp.48, 53). Definitely, no alcoholic 
drinking, no dancing in pairs, and no gambling were pursued in the Wachirayan.
It should also be noted that activities in the Wachirayan Library/Club also 
realigned themselves into the new temporal reality. From the beginning, the Wachirayan 
was closed on Sunday. As a result, the members felt much inconvenienced, because 
they had to work during the weekdays. After a series of complaints, in 1900 the 
Wachirayan began to open every day (Thanapong, 2009, p.52).
From the examples of activities given above, the Wachirayan Library/Club was 
influenced significantly by the clubs in the colonies and other foreign clubs in 
Bangkok (Thanapong, 2009, p.23). Yet this influence was not seen as an imposition 
from the West. Rather, for the Siamese elite the Wachirayan Library/Club selected the 
proper, and ignored/rejected what they saw as inappropriate leisure activities from the 
European clubs. This process of adoption and selection, in this respect, made the 
Wachirayan a “genuine” Siamese club in the eyes of the elite. Their strategy of 
“mastering” the West was so fundamental to Siamese socialising that it affected others 
outside the royal court, too. For example, the middle-ranking bureaucrats saw the 
Wachirayan as the major example of a Siamese club. In September 1902, Luang 
Sanphakanhirankit proposed to Kromkhun Sommut Amornphan, King Chulalongkorn’s 
Principal Private Secretary, to “establish a club for the Thai nation \samosorn samrap 
chat that -  alutnfhmurmlvio]”. In the letter (NA, R5 Nakhonban, N/317), he and his
friends had a “new thinking [khwamkhityang mai- fnumfiodubuJ]” to establish a club
like the Wachirayran, “to show the Westerners that Thais are capable of establishing 
clubs too”. The attached letter to the application shows the plan for the club, aiming to 
“collect books...and [to be] a place where members rest, meet, and converse. ..so that it 
will be known that there are two clubs of the Thai nation: [this club] and the 
Wachirayan Library”. The proposal was approved by King Chulalongkom (NA, R5
35For example, the Bangkok United Club.The Wachirayan Library/Club based its membership 
system partly on the Bangkok United Club’s system (Thanapong, 2009, p.23).
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Nakhonban, N/317). In this sense, the Wachirayan functioned both as a club—where 
members of the royal family gathered to spend leisure time—and as a library—where 
the conceptualisation of the new polity required them to pursue scholarly practice in 
acquiring knowledge about Siam as a nation. The Wachirayan could not be one without 
being the other. It was also an exemplary model for other Siamese clubs set up by 
commoners in the years that followed.
Exclusivity and the End of the Wachirayan Library/Club
From the late nineteenth century, the decline of the Wachirayan as a half-club- 
half-library became more pronounced, and there began the period of transition during 
which the Wachirayan had to turn itself into a library open for “public”. Changes in the 
social structure of Siam were a contributing factor to this phenomenon, with three 
reasons underlying the end of Wachirayan as an exclusive Club/Library in 1905. The 
First reason for the decline came largely from the exclusive nature of the association 
itself. During the committee meeting of the Wachirayan in 1884, Prince 
DevawongseVaropakarn consulted Prince BhanurangsiSavangwongse about the 
membership system of the Wachirayan, asking whether “the people” (ratsadorn-  nuip)
could join the library/club. Prince Bhanurangsi Savangwongse’s reply was 
straightforward: “[only] people who are gentlemen...and army commissioned officers 
are acceptable”, including the bureaucrats, he said (Thanapong, 2009, p.38). It is clear 
that the Wachirayan Library/Club was not for all Siamese people. The Wachirayan 
Library/Club’s exclusivity was part and parcel of its being. While selecting “proper” 
leisure activities from Western clubs to be pursued in the Wachirayan, the members 
brought forth the association as a model of both “civilised” and “Thai” leisure space, 
excluding those Siamese who gathered in criminal associations (sorngjon), and who 
pursued “bad” leisure activities like gambling, prostitution, opium smoking, and 
drinking alcoholic liquor.
The second reason for the decline of the Wachirayan as both library and club 
was that, by the first decades of the twentieth century, the Siamese elite began to realise 
that the Wachirayan did not correspond with the reality that was reflected in the 
socialising of the populace, nor did they know much about the leisure activities that the
commoners pursued. An example of the Temple Fair in the last years of the nineteenth 
century that was reported in the Bangkok Times newspaper is a case in point. In 
November 1893, a Loi Krathong Festival was held at Wat Saket.36 It was a large-scale 
festival, consisting of circuses, including a Siamese and a Japanese circus, among other 
performances. Members of the Siamese aristocracy and some Europeans also went to 
join the festival. When they were walking and observing the people’s activities, they 
noticed the overcrowded Siamese performance, and went to have a look. What they saw 
was a show of feeding a calf to a leopard. The leopard tore the flesh of the calf slowly, 
and the crowd became excited, making loud noises. The Siamese elite and the 
Europeans who saw the show, as a result, felt that it was “sickening”, and “disgusting”
(Bangkok Times, 25 November 1893, p.2). They thought a show like that should not be 
allowed in Siam, even though “the rabbles” would enjoy it. “Ladies and Gentleman”, in 
their words, would never want to even come close to this kind of show (Bangkok Times, 
25 November, 1893). Likewise, the encounter between the higher and the lower classes 
was similar in the cinema as public space during the 1920s, when the higher class 
audiences complained about the filthy condition of cinemas in Bangkok, and the 
inappropriate dress and behaviour of the Siamese lower class (Barme, 2002, pp.70-73).
Finally, the third reason for the end of the Wachirayan Library/Club was that, 
previously, the “study of books” did not belong to the lower class, but was a prerogative 
of members of the aristocracy. By 1905, however, the educated new class of “Siamese 
gentlemen” (see chapter 6) had increased in number, and these gentlemen had 
worldviews that differed from those in the aristocracy. A prominent example is K.S.R. 
Kulap, a controversial figure in Thai history who also pursued the “study of books”, and 
pursued the reading and writings of Siamese classics and historical work as had the 
members of the Wachirayan (Reynolds, 2006a). Accordingly, by 1905, the Wachirayan 
was moving towards becoming a state library that opened its doors to the public. 
Furthermore, during the reign of King Vajiravudh (r. 1910-1925), there emerged many 
publishing houses and journals by Siamese who were not members of the elite and 
many foreign-owned newspapers were also in circulation in this period. The stance of 
these periodicals was often critical to the government and the elite, thanks to the 
extraterritorial rights that they enjoyed and which gave them impunity to persecution 
under Siamese law (Copeland, 1993; Thanapol, 2009). The Siamese elite were 
inevitably pulled into the discursive public sphere in the world of print media, and
35Wat Saket is in Pom PrapSattru Phai District, Bangkok. It is famous for its annual Golden 
Mountain Temple Fair.
became a part of it. Ultimately, it was the accumulation of these tensions between the 
traditional Siamese elite and structural changes that brought about the revolution in 
1932, which ended the era of absolute monarchy and ushered in the new social and 
political era in Siam.
Provincial Clubs: A Survey
This last part is called a survey for two reasons. First of all, considering the 
vastness of the social history of the commoners’ club, this short survey will not do 
justice to the topic. Full study of the provincial clubs and the commoners’ socialising 
awaits further research. In the following I will just mention details of some provincial 
clubs to make clearer my analysis of the Wachirayan Library/Club. Secondly, what I 
will portray is a jump in time sequence, from 1905 to the 1940s, which leaves out a few 
decades that was crucial to the understanding of Siam’s socio-political transformations, 
yet I think the leisure activities in the provincial clubs in the 1940s were not too 
different from the 1900s, contemporary to the Wachirayan Library/Club.To appreciate 
the scenes of the commoners’ leisure activities, there is a need to put the socialising of 
the commoners into the picture in comparison with the Siamese aristocratic elite’s 
socialising that I have portrayed above.
Provincial Clubs as Post-1932 Leisure Sites
The idea of new sociability, as described by Jaophraya Thammasakmontri 
above, began to take root in other parts of Siam during the first quarter of the twentieth 
century. This was due largely to the expansion of the Siamese modern bureaucracy 
under the Minister of Interior. After the implementation of the Provincial 
Administration system (Thesaphiban) between 1892 and 1915 a division of bureaucratic 
work under the absolute monarchy became more clearly defined. The bureaucrats 
received monthly salary (ngoen duean- miurou), had their working hours more clearly
37The cinema as public space in Bangkok during the period before 1932, and immediately after 
1932, has been dealt with in Barme, 2002.
regulated, and had to wear uniforms (Nakkharin, 2010 [1992], p.78). In other words, 
their “work” time had become clearer, as distinctive from their “non-work” time.
In the previous section I have shown that Wachirayan Library/Club was a space 
for Siamese aristocracy to socialise. During the first few decades of the twentieth 
century, that picture began to change. According to the expansion of Siamese 
bureaucracy, civil servants in the provinces began to pursue somewhat similar activities 
in their non-work time as in the Wachirayan. While the historical evidence is still 
scattered, it is possible that leisure culture in Bangkok was also pursured in the 
provinces.
By 1932, the number of the bureaucrats was 72,351 (Nakkharin, 2010 [1992], 
p.82). Around half of that number were despatched outside Bangkok to the provinces. 
The bureaucrats who took positions in different parts of the country were educated, 
facilitated by the improved transportation network, and recognised themselves under a 
new political entity, the Siamese nation, and a new temporal reality, leisure time. In this 
respect, provincial clubs were spaces where the leisure culture of the non-elite was 
pursued.
As the new local administrative system was being implemented, city halls were 
slowly established in the provinces. Provincial clubs also were set up in the provinces 
and were spaces where bureaucrats gathered and spent their leisure time. Normally, a 
provincial club was located either in the City Hall building, or annexed to it. In the 
magazine Ekkachon (1941-1948) we get a picture of the provincial clubs and the 
bureaucrats’ interactions with the local subjects. Ekkachon's “Society” (sangkhom) 
column illustrates the social history of Siam in the social clubs both in Bangkok and in 
the provinces well, and I am employing it to craft a historical narrative here. The 
activities of the bureaucrats within these clubs were varied: they (both male and female) 
enjoyed playing tennis, badminton, football, table tennis, chess, bridge, cards, and 
drinking, among other things.
In the Siamese aristocratic elite’s Wachirayan Library/Club that I have outlined 
above, the activities were “useful” spending of leisure time. Reading books, joining 
celebrations, and organising exhibitions, for instances, were regular activities that the 
Wachirayan’s members pursued. But in the provincial clubs, the leisure activities were 
not as delicate and refined. On 3 December 1941, at Rayong’s provincial club, there 
was the beginning of the tennis tournament between members, who were mixed
between locals and the bureaucrats sent from Bangkok. The new govemortook an 
umpire position (.Ekkachon, 1941, pp.46-47). A few days later, at Pichit provincial club, 
there was a football match between the team consisting of school teachers and another 
team consisting of members of the provincial club. “When the club team scored”, the 
report goes, “the chaiyo sound was so loud, almost enough to make the whole pitch 
collapse. Shirts, caps, were thrown into the sky...football today is different from the 
Boy Scout and the national team days [during King Vajiravudh’s reign]” {Ekkachon, 
1941, p.45). From this report from Pichit, there is a sentiment that the people who 
participated in the leisure of the provincial club felt that their life was different from like 
under the absolute monarchy era.
Furthermore, popular forms of performances such as li-ke3s and morlam,39 were 
presented. The provincial clubs, unlike the Wachirayan, were not exclusive to the 
Siamese bureaucrats only, but also invited the local people to join. On 11 December 
19401, at Ubon Ratchathani on the same day,
At Supatthanaram40 temple, there were light decorations and music from loud 
speakers. It was the funeral of Nai Thongin Changkhajit, the famous owner of a 
rice milling company. In the temple fair there were movies, li-ke performance, 
moh lum...the guests for the funeral were the provincial judges, doctors, 
teachers, and army officers {Ekkachon, 1941, pp.48-49).
In Thailand’s south, the situation in Phatthalung Provincial Club further 
illustrates the point of inclusiveness of the provincial club. On 2 June 1946, the final 
snooker match was played between Nai Pradit Sutthawet from the Department of 
Education and Police Sergeant Thawin. The atmosphere of the club is reported 
interestingly that,
Members [of the Phatthalung Provincial Club] have arrived after the bullfight 
match. Some members look tired because they have been “hit by the bull” [lost 
bullfight gamble], others look happy after they have “hit the bull” [won bullfight
3SLi-ke is a popular form of dance-drama in Central Thailand.
39 Morlam is popular form of dance-drama in Northeast Thailand.
Supattanaram Temple is the first Thammayut temple in Ubon Ratchathani, built during the 
reign of King Mongkut ([http://guideubon.com/news/view.php?t=18&s_id=24&d_id=4], accessed 11 
April 2014).
gamble]... Nai Suwan, the judge, walking carrying a cigarette (not open yet) into 
the club. Nai Nart Nittayanat from the Revenue Department and Nai Kasem 
Khamphimam begins to enjoy the atmosphere and occasionally looks at the 
poker card game. A Sunday like today, Phatthalung Provincial Club is not 
anymore deserted like the old days when outsiders were not allowed into 
the club. Now it is so lively because of: 1.People 2.Whiskey 3.Food and 
4.Cigarette (Ekkachon, 1946, p.38, emphasis added).
Gambling and whiskey drinking were, indeed, seen among the Siamese aristocratic elite 
as “bad” leisure, and would never be pursued in the Wachirayan. Yet the bureaucrats 
from Bangkok such as Nai Suwan, Nai Nart Nittayanat, and Nai Kasem Khamphimam 
pursued these popular leisure activities like drinking whiskey, smoking cigarettes, 
bullfight gambling, and playing poker (which very likely had money involved) on a 
Sunday, which was a weekend, and the Phattalung Provincial Club allowed the 
“outsiders” to join the leisure activities in the club. We can never imagine the members 
of the elitist Wachirayan Library/Club pursuing activities like in the non-elite provincial 
club.
Drinking, in particular, was a major leisure activity in the provincial clubs. On 
31 December 1942, in Uthai Thani Provincial Club, around 8pm, under cool weather 
conditions, the bureaucrats from Bangkok, local merchants and the local people 
gathered at the provincial club. They enjoyed dancing, playing chess, playing billiards, 
and gathered and drank “black bottles” [whiskey] {Ekkachon, 1942, pp.47-48). On 10 
December 1943 at Songkhla Provincial Club, officials from the Bangkok and local staff 
joined in drinking home brew liquor and playing billiards {Ekkachon, 1943, pp.l 17- 
118). Billiards, as I have shown above, was an activity that the members of the elite 
loved in the Wachirayan, but had to control by reducing the time members could play 
(see above).
One of the vivid scenes of a provincial club was reported from Saraburi 
Provincial club at the end of 1942:
Members of the [Saraburi] club were talking loudly.. .At the bar, members were 
having tea. At the rear of the club Nai Toem and Nai Buntoem were playing 
tennis. At one corner of the club Nai Prong Oriantu and Nai Lin Kosaisart were
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attacking and defending in a chess game. The chess pieces hitting the board 
sounded very enthusiastic. Other members circled the game and cheered. Then 
after the election result for the new board of the club had been announced, the 
manager of the Saraburi Club brought sixty bottles of Thai Beer as 
complimentary for the members. It was sweet [of him] (Ekkachon, 1942, pp.49- 
50).
Popular leisure activities in the provincial clubs that I have outlined so far were, 
on the one hand, influenced by the clubs in Bangkok, where the “productive” activities 
were set by the members of the Wachirayan Library/Club. On the other hand, what 
really took place in the provincial clubs did not have to correspond to the moralising 
discourses that the Siamese aristocratic elite strove hard to establish under the absolute 
monarchy regime. As we can see from the examples of the environments in the 
provincial clubs that I have outlined above, the sentiments that the provincial clubs were 
more “lively”, or even better, than during the absolute monarchy era suggested that the 
framework of semi-imperial Siamneeds to be revisited. Bangkok’s cultural hegemony 
over the provinces was not a one-way interaction, but the “negotiation” went back and 
forth between the imperial Bangkok and the subjected province, similar to the situation 
when the members of the Wachirayan were “negotiating” with the Western styles of 
socialising in a club. This dimension of semicolonial Siam needs further detailed study, 
along with a social history of commoners’ clubs across Siam/Thailand.
Conclusion
I have shown in this chapter the intersection between Western imperialism in 
Siam, from the middle of the nineteenth to the first decades of the twentieth centuries, 
and the emerging Siamese leisure culture in the forms of clubs. The European clubs in 
Bangkok, in this sense, represented a “semicolonial public sphere” that, in effect, put 
Siam in line with directly colonised societies.
Central to the formation of a semicolonial public sphere in Siam was the 
extraterritorial rights that Siam granted to the European powers as a result of the treaties 
signed from the 1850s onwards for Siam to become part the emerging world market. As 
we have seen, this problem of extraterritorial rights extended from legal into the cultural
domains in the establishment of the Royal Bangkok Sports Club in 1901, over the 
discussion about whether to allow gambling in the club. Siam, as a result, permitted 
gambling to take place in the RBSC while closing down the Siamese gambling houses 
across the country.
The Siamese semicolonialism, at the same time as being semicolony, manifested 
its semi-imperial side by capitalising on Western ways of socialising and used them as 
the expression of “good” leisure activities, in contrast to the undesirable leisure 
activities pursued by the Siamese commoners in the criminal associations (sorngjon). 
They established the Wachirayan Library/Club, as an exclusive institution that 
celebrated the cleverness of adopting and adapting from the West, yet retained the 
institution as a unique “Thai” club. At the same time, the Wachirayan was an absolutely 
exclusive institution that could not last long, and its exclusivity came to an end in 1905.
I have left the last part of this chapter open-ended. I hope that the preliminary 
survey of the provincial clubs that I have extracted from the magazine Ekkchon gives a 
glimpse of what socialising outside Bangkok was like. One thing has been apparent: the 
socialising in the provinces did not necessarily have to be the same as what was 
happening in Bangkok. The “bad” leisure activities seen by the Siamese elite might not 
be so “bad” when considered in the local contexts of the provinces. This dimension of 
local “negotiation” with imperial Bangkok’s forms of culture, I think, has to be taken 
into account if we talk about Siam’s semicoloniailsm.
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Conclusion
If there is something that this thesis can suggest, then perhaps it is that there is 
no universal meaning of leisure. What I have attempted to do in this study is to look at a 
particular cultural form in a particular society, across a particular period of time. This is 
by no means to suggest that Siam/Thailand was or is unique and can never be compared 
to other countries. Instead, I locate Siam in the geopolitical context of the rise of the 
European domination of Southeast Asia from the 1830s in order to show that 
semicolonial Siam, like the directly colonised societies in Asia, went through a similar 
process, and emerged as a modern society with a new social category of wela wang or 
free time.
I have attempted to show what has made it possible for the Siamese to act, 
speak, and think in terms of wela wang, by tracing the genealogies of this concept in the 
nineteenth century. I have considered three closely imbricated processes that formed the 
conditions of possibility for the emergence of modern Siamese leisure culture. The first 
process was the adoption of technologies of measuring time according to the twenty- 
four hour mechanical clock and the Western Gregorian calendar, which became the 
norms for first establishing and then reproducing the binary distinction between work 
and non-work time. Clocked times of the day, calendared days of the week and months 
of the the year became the bases for the categorical separation of two spheres of life— 
the work sphere and the leisure sphere. Yet, as I have also shown, the adoption of 
Western temporality did not fully replace the Siamese system of Buddhist calendrical 
calculation. The Western technologies of measuring time were not the sole contributors 
to the drawing of the line between work and non-work. Reformed notions of Buddhist 
temporality also influenced the emergence of leisure culture in Siam. These two 
temporalities, Western time and Siamese time, coexisted throughout the historical 
period of focus here.
The intersecting Western and Buddhist technologies of time measurement both 
came to operate under the logic of the market in Siam from the middle of the nineteenth 
century. This economic aspect is the second process of the emergence of wela wang 
detailed in this study. The intensifying of the market economy, following Siam’s 
signing of the Bowring Treaty with Britain in 1855, not only contributed to political and 
economic transformations of Siam’s absolutist state under King Chulalongkom, but also
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impacted Siam’s cultural institutions enormously. Across the central decades of the 
nineteenth century, labour turned into a commodity, whereby a person had to pay 
money in order to gain a service. I have shown that in this very process leisure time 
{wela wang) was commodified along with work time (wela ngan), with the latter 
becoming what is usually called productive labour and wela wang becoming 
commercial leisure. The market economy impacted as much upon leisure (wela wang) 
as upon work (wela ngan). All dimensions of Siamese life—both making a living and 
relaxation—came under the social relations of the market.
The third and no less decisive process that governed both productive labour and 
leisurewas not based solely on economic determinants. In the reign of both King 
Chulalongkom and his son, King Vajiravudh,the logics of Buddhist moral discourse 
were also part and parcel of both work and leisure, with the adverb “productively” (hai 
pen prayot) becoming a key term in the Thai idiom relating to the use of non-work time. 
The “productive” spending of leisure time, according to the logic of the Siamese 
absolutist state, had to encompass both the economically and morally “productive” 
employment of time. The ideas behind the contemporary Thai phrase “spending leisure 
time productively” (chai wela wang hai pen prayot) stemmed from the hegemonic 
projects of the semicolonial Siamese state through its Buddhist-inflected educational 
policies from the 1880s onwards. Instead of seeing Siam’s educational reforms during 
this time only as a “modernisation” process, there is also a need for an alternative 
reading of these reforms as also being part of the project of “internal colonialism”, 
which was the semi-imperial aspect of Siam’s semicolonial power.
In the last chapter of this study, I have turned from a consideration of the 
genealogies of Siamese leisure culture to a case study of leisure culture in clubs during 
the period between the 1880s and the 1930sto call attention to the role of leisure as a 
cultural domain that cannot be separated from other dimensions of Siamese life. Or to 
state my argument in converse terms, I call for the study of Siamese/Thai history to 
place the role of leisure—the domain of non-work that at first glance may seem to have 
nothing to do with politics and the economy—at the centre of modem Thai 
historiography.
Chronologically, I have limited this study to the end of the absolute monarchy 
period in 1932, but my period of focus here by no means should be taken as suggesting 
that Siamese/Thai leisure culture became dormant after the revolution. On the contrary, 
the post-1932 Thai cultural scenes have been as dynamic as ever, especially during the
261
immediate post-revolutionary period after the 1932 revolution and the rise of the 
influence of a new world order, the United States, after the Second World War. The 
decline of European domination in Southeast Asia, or specifically British domination in 
Siam, was paralleled within Siam/Thailand by a challenging of the earlier aristocratic 
elite domination on the countriy’s leisure culture (as was the case with clubs that I have 
discussed in chapter 7). The decline of the British world order also shaped the mass 
sociocultural landscape in Thailand, which came to be influenced by US Cold War 
foreign policy in Southeast Asia. Even though US foreign policy aimed to be different 
from European colonialism that preceded it (Klein, 2003, pp. 19-60), the semicolonial 
frameworkcan also be applied tothe study of Thailand under the US-dominated world 
order. While the previous studies that adopted the framework of the semicolonialism 
have focussed on the British period, Nattapoll has shown that semicolonialism can also 
be applied to the study of Thai political history during the period 1950-1952 (Nattapoll, 
2009, ch.4).The history of the post-1932 and post-1945 Siamese/Thai leisure culture, 
therefore, awaits further study.
I encourage the study of Thai culture in the above directions because, 
methodologically, there are historical documents available. Let me give an example 
from my own research. I have studied elsewhere the Consitution Fair (ngan chalorng 
ratthathammanun -  -nimao i^pnimtij) as a form of people’s leisure culture that assumed
national prominence after the 1932 revolution (Preedee, 2012). My findings on the 
people’s leisure culture in the Constitution Fairs during the period 1932-1947 help us to 
better understand the impact of the 1932 revolution on the Siamese populace at large. 
There has been remarkably little attentiongiven to the study of what the broader mass of 
the Siamese people thought about the 1932 revolution. Was the 1932 revolution just a 
power contest among different groups of the Siamese elite, or was it a broader, more 
popular phenomenon?1 By focusing on the Constitution Fair—perhaps the first form of 
mass leisure culture in Siam/Thailand—from 1932 to 1957, and the enthusiastic 
involvement of the populace in these events, the archival evidence I have studied 
(Preedee, 2012) shows that the people supported the celebration of the arrival of the 
constitution much more than historians have generally understood." By focussing on 
various non-work activities of the Siamese people in the absolute monarchy period, I
:An important exception is Nakkharin Mektrairat (2010 [1992]). He has used the educated 
people’s petition to the monarchy during the period 1910s-1930s to show that there was participation 
from the lower class of the Siamese society in the 1932 revolution (Nakkharin (2010 [1992]), ch.5).
2This point about the role of the people in the 1932 revolution has also been mentioned briefly 
byNidhi (2013).
hope that this thesis has helped in some ways to create a lively environment for the 
further exploration of thesocial and cultural history of Siam/Thailand in the following 
periods.
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I will end this thesis with a “beginning”. This beginning has two implications. 
The first is that there are dimensions of historical research in which I see great 
opportunities for the initiation of further studies of leisure in Siam/Thailand. There are 
many topics remaining to be explored that can further illuminate the study of social and 
cultural history, and, I think, are urgently needed in the study of Thailand. One topic 
that we know too little about is the role of women in Siamese/Thai leisure. For 
example, we do not have a comprehensive picture about the family institution of the 
common people in the nineteenth century and the forms of leisure activity in the homein 
the context of domestic culture.3 4
Another topic that could further our understanding is the role of the environment 
on the cultural life of the Siamese commoners. To date, the study of environmental 
history and ecological history"5 seems to have had only a peripheral role in Thai 
historiography, by conservative and critical historians alike. Furthermore, the advancing 
body of knowledge gained from meteorological data has opened up great possibilities 
for historians to analyse the impact of changing weather patterns on the cultural forms 
of the people in different societies in different periods across the world. Historians of 
Thailand have yet to make much of these discoveries.6 For example, is there a link 
between the changing wind patterns to Siamese kite flying (Preedee, 2010) in the past 
few centuries?
A final topic which also draws my attention is material history, or the history of 
technology. We still do not have a detailed picture of the technological lives of Siamese
3I thank Dr.Villa Vilaithong for bringing up this attention in my thesis presentation at the 
Department of History, Chulalongkorn University, Bangkok, on 15 August 2011.
4Reynolds (2006c) has considered the need to include gender relations in Thai historiography.
5Atthachak (2002) has surveyed a study on ecological history, which is a useful start.
6A brilliant example is Davis (2001), who has adopted a Marxist political ecology approach and 
has used extensive meteorological data that covers the Victorian period to show the links between 
extreme weather conditions that caused droughts across the third-world countries, and how imperialism 
made the situation in these countries worse. Davis made use of the meteorological statistics of the 1870s 
to 1900s to show that historians “now have far better understanding of how share croppers in Cearä 
[Brazil], cotton producers in Berar [British India], and poor peasants in western Shandong [China] were 
linked to the world economy and why that made them more vulnerable to drought and flood” (Davis, 
2001, p-14).
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commoners. One question relating to leisure culture might be: what was the changing 
nature of material aspects of the picnicking culture of the Siamese elite? What were 
their lunch boxes made of, and what was their picnicking food? Or, if we want to move 
out of the higher class, what were typical settings of Siamese commoners’ houses in the 
lower Chao Phraya Basin during the 1880s? What were the objects in their houses? 
These kinds of questions await a detailed study on social history.
The second dimension of the “beginning” with which I end this study is my 
intention to emphasise that the meanings and practices of wela wang did not stop 
changing at the end of this study’s period of focus. After the Second World War, there 
began, yet again, processes where forms of leisure culture were re-invented and 
transformed with the rising of the American-dominated world order. For example, the 
United States Information Service (USIS) played a very important role in shaping Thai 
leisure culture through print media, magazines, and Hollywood movies (Nattapoll,
2013, pp.296-298). This example covers only a fraction of vast social and cultural 
changes during the Cold War era, which await further detailed study.
I hope this study of Thai leisure culture reminds readers of the dimensions of 
human life that are often neglected, as I have been reminded so often throughout the 
course of writing this thesis. But, as with everything in life, once one finds ways to deal 
with previously neglected aspects of life, one is caught up with even more dimensions 
that one has never noticed before. Likewise, the more that historians look into the 
vastness of the historical sources, the more they find that there are histories waiting to 
be written. This conclusion, hence, cannot do the job it has supposed to do, which is to 
conclude, because historians of Thailand are just at the very start. This is the reason that 
I end my study with a beginning.
7Another recent PhD thesis on the role of the U.S. on Thai culture is Phillips (2012).
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